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[57] ABSTRACT 

A method and apparatus is provided for a search system 
based in software running on a personal computer. The 
personal computer is housed in a kiosk having a touch 
monitor and a printer. With the search system, selection 
features arc selected and a search based upon these search 
features is performed. Each item in a database is examined 
to determine if an item has a given search feature. These 
search features are categorized into primary and non- 
primary search features. Items neither satisfying nor closely 
satisfying a given primary search feature are eliminated 
from the search. In contrast items not satisfying a given 
non-primary feature may remain in a search pool. For both 
primary and non-primary features, if an item in a database 
is an exact match to a given search feature, then that item is 
assigned full points. If an item closely satisfies the search 
feature then that item is assigned full or partial points. After 
completion of comparing each primary and non-primary 
search features with each item in the search pool, predeter- 
mined number of items remaining in the search pool with the 
highest total points are displayed to the user of the search 
system. 

30 Claims, 9 Drawing Sheets 
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RIAL-ESTATE METHOD AND APPARATUS 

FOR SEARCHING FOR HOMES IN A 
SEARCH POOL FOR EXACT AND CLOSE 
MATCHES ACCORDING TO PRIMARY AND 
NON-PRIMARY SELECTION CRITERIA 

This is a Continuation Application of application Ser. 
No.0a/241.193, filed May 11,1994. now abandoned. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

1. Field Of The Invention 

The present invention relates to the field of computer 
search methods. More particularly, the present invention 
relates to a method and apparatus for searching a database 
for items satisfying specific features or closely satisfying 
specific features, 

2. Art Background 

Currently, various forms of computer searches exist 
including Boolean based searches. In a typical computer 
based search, a search is performed based on pre-selected 
features. 

In a typical Boolean search, a search system examines a 
search item for exact matches and absence of matches. For 
items with which quantitative comparisons are possible, the 
items are examined to determine whether the items are 
greater than or less than a given threshold of a search feature. 
A text based search may examine the number of occurrences 
of a certain word in a text or character or characters in a text 

More specific examples of computer searches currently 
used include NEXUS® which utilizes a form of a tiered 
search. A user of the NEXUS® system initiates a search by 
selecting a set of search features. The NEXUS® system 
searches for items in a search pool which are exact matches 
with the search features. Once this first level of search is 
concluded, the user has the option to narrow the search by 
selecting additional search features. A new search pool 
composed of the previously selected items is searched using 
the new set of search features. This process may be repeated 
until a predetermined number of items are selected. 

Another example of a computer search includes the 
multiple listing system (MLS) typically used by real estate 
agents searching for client desired homes. A database is used 
which contains homes for sale listed by agents and placed in 
the MLS. 

The search method utilized in the MLS typically exam- 
ines exact matches. For example, given a selection search 
feature of homes with a price range from $140,000 to 
$150,000, the MLS selects homes with prices within this 
range. However, the MLS does not select homes which may 
be a little under or a little over the price range. Therefore, the 
search range is absolute. In addition, if a real estate agent is 
searching for a home located In a specific zip code, a search 
performed by the MLS discards any home in the search pool 
which is located outside of the specified zip code, including 
homes which are only one block away from the specific zip 
code. 

Although the MLS system searches and selects homes 
which are exact matches to the selected search features, a 
typical potential home buyer will accept homes which 
closely satisfies the selected search features. This may be 
especially true where few if any homes satisfy all of a 
potential homebuyer's desired search features. 

The above described prior art computer search methods 
typically produce items in a search pool which are exact 
matches to the search features as the search result In a 
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search where few if any items in a search pool satisfy a given 
set of search features, and where a user of the search system 
accepts items in a search pool which are close matches to the 
search features, such as for users searching for homes for 
s sale, method and apparatus for allowing a computer search 
system which produces a search result comprising items 
from a search pool which are exact matches and close 
matches are desired. 

10 BRIEF SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

Method and apparatus for a kiosk search system are 
provided In accordance with one aspect of the present 
invention, a kiosk comprises a touch monitor, a printer, a 
printer output portion, a computer, a search software running 

is on the computer and various storage mediums including CD 
ROMs, a hard disk and floppy disks. Databases containing 
items to be searched are stored in the storage mediums. CD 
ROMs are replaced at periodic intervals to update the 
databases. Further, modems and wireless modems are uti- 

20 lized to update the databases. 

The kiosk of the present invention displays a plurality of 
selection screens on the touch monitor. A user touches an 
icon representing a selection as displayed on the touch 
monitor. Once a user has selected a predetermined number 

25 of search features, a search is performed based upon the 
selected search features. 

At the completion of a search cycle, various screens 
illustrating information on the items in a search result are 
displayed to the user. At the user's option, the kiosk search 

30 system of the present invention prints out information on a 
user selected number of search result items. 

In accordance with another aspect of the present 
invention, a search process begins with a selection of a 

35 number of search features. A search is performed using the 
search features for items in a database satisfying or closely 
satisfying the search features. Once a number of search 
features are selected, each item in the database is compared 
to a set of primary search features. Items neither satisfying 

w nor closely satisfying a primary search feature are elimi- 
nated from further search. An item which satisfy or at least 
closely satisfy a primary search feature is assigned a pre- 
determined number of points. The items in the database 
which are not eliminated from further search remain in a 

43 search pool. 

The items remaining in the search pool are compared to 
a set of non-primary search features. Further, the items are 
assigned predetermined points for satisfying or closely sat- 
isfying each of the non-primary search features. 

so After each of the search features are examined in each of 
the items in the database, points assigned to each item in the 
search pool are totaled A predetermined number of items in 
a search pool with the highest total points are selected as the 
search result. The items are sorted such that the predeter- 

55 mined number of items selected as search results are dis- 
played to the user of the search system in the order of the 
item with the highest points. 

Unlike the traditional search methods utilizing Boolean 
based search methods which examine for exact matches, the 

60 search method of the present invention considers "near** 
matches as well as exact matches. For example, an item in 
a search pool which fully satisfies a given non-primary 
search feature is given the predetermined full points. An 
item which closely satisfies a given search feature (a near 

63 match), may also be assigned a predetermined number of 
points. If an item in a search pool neither satisfies nor closely 
satisfies a given search feature, such item is assigned zero 
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points for the particular non-primary search feature. Further, FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the search system of the 

for some Instances of near matches, an item in a search pool invention. Hie search system of the invention is embodied in 

may be given full points for a search feature if the item a software stored in hard disk 210 of personal computer (PC) 

closely satisfies that given search feature. 200. PC 200 is housed in kiosk search system 100 illustrated 

Further, the search system of the present invention may be 5 in FIG. 1. A database with items to be examined and data for 

utilized in searches for schools, doctors, cars, apartments. individual screen displays are stored in three different stor- 

vacation packages, lawyers and CPA's. Id addition, the a 8 c mediums, specifically, hard disk 210. floppy disks 220 

search system of the present invention may be used on and CD ROMs 230. One or a plurality of CD ROMs 230 

oo-line services, interactive televisions and on stand alone ma Y replaced during periodic intervals to update the 

computers. 10 database. Modem 270 or a wireless modem may also be 

In sum, the search system of the invention may be utilized utilized t0 Update mc databasc - 

for a search through a large group of items in a search pooL CD ROMs 230 may contain both video text as well as 

with a significant number of search features being selected. audio data. PC 200 produces occasional voice prompts to the 

In addition, the search system is especially useful where few user to prompt inputs. Audio data are output to a user 

if any records satisfy all of the search features selected and 15 through speakers 110 and 140 of kiosk search system 100 

where the user of the search system accepts close matches as illustrated in FIG. 1. 

part of the search result Touch monitor 120 displays data retrieved from multiple 

FIR IFF np^rRTPTTOK OF thf nu AWTNrrre sourccs * deluding floppy disks 220. hard disk 210 and CD 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS RO Ms 230. Data displayed on the screen is created by 

FIG. 1 illustrates an exemplary kiosk search system of the overlaying data over existing screen data and/or image. In an 

present invention. exemplary embodiment the search system used on PC 200 

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the apparatus of the search is writtcn Windows® API The picture images are stared 

system of the present invention. 10 mc JPEG standard Photographic compression format The 

rTfy*. * . , , _jr ^ ■ search system is driven by CPU 250 of PC 200. Upon 

FIG. 3 is an exemplary display screen of the search 25 ^ _ ./ . .. . ^ 

<u*t Am A fri,. completion of each search cycle, various display screens 

system or the present invention. * e >/ * . ti . 

™-, * - . „ containing information on items from the search result is 

FIG. 4 is an exemplary display screen of the search displayed to the user. At the option of the user, information 

system of the present invention. on one or morc of toc from ftc scarch rcsult ^ 

FIG. 5 is a state diagram illustrating the search method of printed on printer 260. which outputs a printout to the user 

the present invention. 30 through printer output portion 130 (illustrated in FIG. 1). 

FIGS. 6a and €b are flow charts illustrating steps of the FIGS. 3 and 4 illustrate an exemplary selection screen for 

search method of the present invention. a nome search embodiment of the present invention. A user 

FIGS, la and lb are charts illustrating an exemplary point of a home search system selects search features from the 

assignment method for the search system of the present 35 displayed selection screens. In FIG. 3. a user is asked what 

invention. is the maximum price he or she is willing to pay for a 

DETAILED OFSPRTPTrnN OF thf potential home. The selection of maximum prices are dis- 

DETAILED DES^ffTlON OF THE played within rectangular borders. These rectangles repre- 

INVEN1TON sent selection icons 310 which the user touches to select a 

Apparatus and methods for a kiosk search system are ^ given maximum price. Portion 320 on display screen 300 

disclosed. lists the search features selected from previous selection 

On the kiosk search system of the present invention, a screens. Backup icon 330 allows the user to backup to the 

number of search features are selected and a database is previous screen and help icon 340 displays a help screen 

searched. An item is assigned full points for fully satisfying whicn directs *e user on how to use the search system, 

a search feature, and assigned full or partial points for 45 FIG. 4 illustrates an exemplary selection screen following 

closely satisfying a search feature. The search features are the selection screen of FIG. 3. The user is asked die 

either categorized as primary search features or as non- minimum number of bedrooms be or she wants in a home, 

primary search features. A primary search feature must be Selection icons 310 displays different number of bedrooms, 

either satisfied or at least be closely satisfied by an item or As compared to portion 320 of FIG. 3. portion 320 of FIG. 

the item is discarded from the search pool On the other so 4 has an additional entry of $350,000. The additional entry 

hand, a non-primary search feature may not be satisfied by indicates that the user selected $350,000 as the maximum 

an item but the item may still remain in the search pool. price in display screen 300 of FIG. 3. 

Upon completion of the point assignment based on each Some selection screens are displayed in a fixed sequence, 

search feature for each item in the search pool, a predeter- Other selection screens are displayed according to a user's 

mined number of items with the highest total points are 55 response to a previously displayed selection screen. For 

selected as the search result The number of items to be example, in the selection screen of FIG. 3. a user may select 

selected may be predetermined by the user or fixed in the the 4< More than $600,000" icon as their choice of a maxi- 

search system. mum price for a potential home. A subsequent selection 

FIG. 1 illustrates an exemplary kiosk search system of the screen may include a question regarding whether or not the 

present invention. A kiosk search system 100 has a touch 60 user wants a detached servants* quarters included in the 

monitor 120, a laser jet printer output portion 130. and audio home he or she would like to purchase. This selection screen 

output portions 110 and 140. The touch monitor 120 has a may be displayed only to a user who has selected a maxi- 

resoiution of 800x600 screen display. Inputs from a user are mum home purchase price of over $500,000, for example, in 

received by touch monitor 120. Given a selection screen, a the selection screen of FIG. 3. Further, a selection screen 

user may be presented with a number of search features to 65 asking the maximum price a user is willing to pay for a 

choose from. A user simply touches the icons associated home, may be dependent on a selection screen asking a user 

with the search features to make a selection. where he or she wants to live. The price range of homes 
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located in the area selected by the user are displayed as In step 21. if die item is an exact match, then the item is 
selection choices in a selection screen asking the maximum assigned a predetermined number of full points for satisfy- 
home purchase price. ing the non-primary search feature. In step 22, if an item is 
FIG. 5 is a state diagram illustrating the search method of « near match, then the item is given a Redetermined number 
the present invention. In state 1, all items in a database to be * of full or partial points for closely safcsfying the specific 
searched are considered to be in a search pooL The process non-primary search feature. The examination of an item in 
remains in state 1 while search features are being selected by * P°°l for whether or not the item satisfies, closely 
a user (loop 17). The search begins when all desired search satisfies, or does not satisfy a given non-pnmary search 
features *e selected by the user (transition 8). In state 2. feature is repeated for all the items remaining in the search 
each item in the database is compared to a given primary 10 P°° L 

search feature. If an item in the database satisfies or closely In step 23. if there are additional non-primary search 

satisfies the given primary search feature (transition 11). the features, each item in a record is examined for the remaining 

item is assigned points in state 4. In state 3, if an item in the additional non-primary search features. Finally, in step 24. if 

search pool neither satisfies nor closely satisfies a given all the non-primary search features are compared to the 

primary search feature, the item is eliminated from the 15 items remaining in the search pool then a predetermined 

search pool and from further search. number of items in the search pool with the highest total 

Each item in the search pool is compared to the same P™" 5 are displayed to the user as the search result 

primary search feature (transitions 10 and 12). When all FIGS, la and lb illustrate how points may be assigned to 

items in the search pool are compared to the given primary certain selected search features for exact matches and close 

search feature (transition 18), the next primary search fea- 20 matches for a home rental search embodiment of the inven- 

ture is retrieved in state 5. In state 2. this primary search tion. The first column illustrates search features which may 

feature is compared to each item remaining in the search be chosen by a user during the search including various 

pool in state 2 (transition 19). After each primary feature is rental home features such as location, rental amounts and 

compared to the items in the search pool, each non-primary number of bedrooms. In the second column, sources of data 

search feature is compared to each item reniaining in the 25 for the various features for a given item is given. In the third 

search pool (transition 13). In state 6, predetermined number column, conditions for a 100% satisfaction of a given feature 

of points are assigned to items for satisfying or closely are described. Finally, in the fourth and final column, 

satisfying a given non-primary search feature (transition 14). conditions for partial compliance to a given feature are 

When all non-primary search features are compared to each illustrated. 

item remaining in the search pool (transition 15), a prede- in the first entry to the chart in FIG. la. location is listed 

termined number items in the search pool with the highest as a zip code. The zip code feature is considered to be a 

total points are selected as the search results. primary search feature and given the highest potential points 

FIGS. 6a and 6b are general flow charts illustrating the since the feature is typically one of the most important 

steps followed by the search method of the present inven- 3J features to a potential home renter. Once a user of a home 

tion. In step 10, a user selects a number of search features as rental search system of the invention selects potential loca- 

dc sired. Primary search features are examined before non- tions where the user may want to rent homes, such locations 

primary search features. In step 12, an item in a database is are compared to properties for rent in a search pool by the 

examined to determine if the item is either an exact match zip codes. 

or a near match to a primary search feature. In other words, ^ The search system of the invention compares the selected 

an item is examined to determine whether an item satisfies zip code to the zip code of each of the homes for rent stored 

or closely satisfies a given primary search feature. in a database, KRENTAL.DB. A database. KCities.DB. 

In step 13, if the item being examined neither fully contains zip codes adjacent to the selected rip code. The zip 

satisfies nor closely satisfies a given primary search feature, code of each home in KRENTAL.DB is compared against 

the item is eliminated from the search pool. On the other 43 the selected zip code as well as against the adjacent zip 

hand, if an item being examined fully satisfies a given codes inKGties.DB. If a home for rent satisfies this zip code 

primary search feature then in step 14, the item is given feature by exactly matching the zip code selected, then that 

predetermined full points. If the item does not satisfy the specific rental home is in 100% compliance to this location 

given primary search feature but is a close match to the feature and is assigned 30 points. On the other hand, if the 

given primary search feature, then in step 15, the item is jq zip code of the rental home being compared is only adjacent 

assigned a predetermined number of either full or partial to the selected zip code, then only a partial compliance is 

points. satisfied. The points assigned for a partial compliance in this 

The process of examining each item in the database is case is the full potential points minus a predetermined 

repeated for a given primary search feature. In step 16. if penalty points such as 20 points. If the zip code of the rental 

more primary search features exist then the process is 55 home being compared to the selected zip code is neither an 

repeated and each item in the database is examined for each exact match nor adjacent to the selected zip code, then the 

additional primary search features. corresponding rental home is eliminated from the search 

FIG. 6b is the continuation of the general flow chart P 00 ** 

illustrated in FIG. la. In step 18. each item remaining in the Under the number of bedrooms feature, if the selected 

search pool after being compared to all the primary search 60 number of bedrooms equals mat of a studio apartment then 

features is examined to determine whether or not the item no matter what number of bedrooms a given rental home in 

satisfies the user selected non-primary search features. In a search pool has, a given rental home is deemed to be under 

step 19, an item is examined to determine whether or not the 100% conmliance and is assigned the full 20 points, 

item satisfies or closely satisfies a given non-primary search If the user selects one bedroom rental property, then any 

feature. If the item does not satisfy a given non-primary 65 rental property in the search pool with a number of beds 

search feature, then in step 20 the item is given zero points greater than 0.5, is under 100% compliance and is assigned 

for (hat particular non-primary search feature. the full 20 points. Any rental property with a number of 
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bedrooms equaling to 0.5* such as studio apartment is under difficult to satisfy if these features are not part of the rental 

partial compliance with the selected one bedroom feature property features. 

and is assigned 5 points. Finally a last priority group include features which are not 

If a user selects a two bedroom rental property, then any necessary but may still be desired. These search features are 

rental property in the search pool with the number of 5 the type of features of rental properties which enhance the 

bedrooms equaling two or more is under 100% compliance attractiveness of the rental property community but does not 

with the selected two bedroom feature and is assigned 20 cause a potential renter to HimiW* the property from the 

points. Any rental property with only one bedroom is under search pool Such search features may include leasing 

partial compliance with the selected two bedroom feature period, washer/dryer, refrigerators, dishwasher, central heat 

and is assigned 5 points. If the user selects a three bedroom io and air, newer carpets, on site laundry, furnished apartment, 

rental property, then any rental property in a search pool fitness center, newer property, military discounts, moderate 

with three or more bedrooms is under 100% compliance discount patio/balcony, extra storage, clubhouse, courtesy 

with the selected three bedroom feature and is assigned 20 patrol, home alarm system, monitored home alarm system, 

points. Any rental property in the search pool with only two visitor intercom system, sauna* spa, basketball court rac- 

bedrooms are awarded 5 points. [5 quetball court pool tables, quiet property, fireplace and 

If a user selects a rental property with dual master scenic view, 

bedrooms, then any rental property in a search pool with in addition to the above described prioritization, a user 

dual master bedrooms is under 100% compliance with the may change the priorities of the search features to more 

selected dual master bedrooms feature and is assigned 20 closely correspond to the user's value system, Certain lower 

points. Any rental property in the search pool with two M priority search features may become higher priority search 

bedrooms or more and no dual master bedrooms is under features and hence be assigned higher points. The user may 

partial compliance and is assigned 10 points. enable this self tailored prioritization by simply touching a 

Under the number of baths feature, the value of MaxBaths particular search feature displayed on the touch monitor of 

in KRENTAL.DB is used. MaxBaths is a field in the the kiosk search system of the present invention more than 

KRENTAL.DB indicating the number of bathrooms each once. By touching the particular search feature more than 

rental property in KRENTAL.DB has. 100% compliance is once, the user is indicating that the particular search feature 

attained and full points are assigned to any rental property is to be given higher priority than the other selected search 

which has as the value for MaxBaths the same exact number features. 

of bathrooms selected by the user. Full points are also TftK i„ w ; c * ^h ar * ,n„ct™K«„ Q « ^™i™«>™^ f~™» 

^^"l, r^ J T ^ ^ W of me P resent awentfoo. KRENTAL.DB is a database used 

™ TfiEZZ is attamed and 0 pinteis assigned to for kRENHKDB is a database used to display 

Sl^r". T W ^ Ia J B K at Sf VaIUC agonal information on certain rental homes. These data- 

one less mc aumber of *»thiooms bascs „ from ^ Administration Rental Tables: 

seiectea oy tne user. RENTALS. DB which contains basic information regarding 

Table A is a chart illustrating an exemplary point calcu- 35 a given apartment community, RENTPROF.DB which con- 

lation method and prioritization for a rental home search tains profile information about a given apartment commu- 

embodiment of the present invention. The chart illustrates nity and RENTUNTT.DB which contains profile information 

location and price as primary search features for a rental about specific rental unit types. The first column of the chart 

home search embodiment Selection of a location is typi- describes each field name of KRENTAL.DB. and the second 

cally based upon the locations of work place, child care 40 column describes me Administration Rental Table from 

facilities and family proximity. Range of price is typically w hich the value for the particular KRENTAL.DB field is 

selected by and based upon income. Properties outside of the retrieved. The third column in the chart describes which field 

selected location and price range are discarded from the in the particular Administration Rental Table contains the 

search pooL Since location and price in this case are value for the corresponding KREOTAL.DB field. The fourth 

assigned as being primary search features, these search 45 and final column of the chart describes how to interpret tbc 

features are assigned highest potential points out of all the value stored in each field of the particular Administration 

other search features. Hie remaining search features with Rental Table, 

lesser potential full points are the non-primary search fea- ™ . . ^ , 

tures The above described search system of the present mveo- 

X1 \ . . . . . *• i - _ . 4 . , tion may be utilized in searches involving but not limited to 

J E^EE ^ k E f T 50 marches for home loans, schools, doctor!, cars, apartments, 

SSntc J£JE^« u°Z S TIk ' C TT vacation packages, lawyers and CPA's. In adEn the 

7^?* ^ I f0f scar <* WXnzof the present invention may be utilized on 

handicapped people are available, whether elevators, cov- ^ interactive television and on stand alone 

ered parking, assigned parking and features for young chil- computers 
dren and senior citizens are provided. These search features 

are typically determined by the number of people intended 55 What was described is an apparatus and method for a 

to live in the home, the family needs such as for children. kiosk search system for searches where few if any items in 

handicapped people and senior citizens and current posses- a search pool satisfy all of the selected search features and/or 

sion of pets. Further, parking is rated in this group because, where the user of the search system accepts as search results 

automobiles are typically a renter's most expensive posses- items in a search pool which come close to satisfying one or 

sion. 60 more of the selected search features. 

The next priority group include features for planned While certain exemplary embodiments have been 

activities, swimming pool, tennis court air conditioning. described in detail and shown in the accompanying 

garages, gated property, gated parking, smaller apartment drawings, it is to be understood that such embodiments are 

complex, proximity to the ocean and walking distance to merely illustrative of and not restrictive on the broad inven- 

public transportation. The search features in this priority 65 tion and that this invention is not limited to the specific 

group describe lifestyle preferences which may be more arrangements and constructions shown and described. 
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TABLE A 



Features 



Data Source 



Point Calculations 



100% Compliance 



Partial 
Compliance 



30 point 



feamres 



Location 
Zip Code 



KCitiesDB 



value of zip code 
is an exact 



if value of zip 
code is adja- 
cent tben penalty 
of 2 major fea- 
tures, if value 
of zip code is 
outside of area 
then eliminate 
from search 



Rental Amount Range 








from —10% 


KRentalDB 


Within range 




to +10% of 


MinPrice 






specified amount 








From -11 to 


KRentalDB 


Within range 




-20 to +11 


MinPrice 






to 23 








Outside of range 








20 Point Features 








Number of 


KRentalDB 






Bedrooms 








Studio Apt options 


NoBeds 


any value = 20pts 




1 Bedroom 


NoBeds 


any value greater than .5 


if value = .5 






then 20 points 


men 3 points 


2 Bedroom 


NoBeds 


any value 2 or more 20 


if value « 1 






points 


then 3 points 


3 Bedroom 


NoBeds 


any value 3/ or more 20 


if value = 2 






points 


then 3 points 


Dual Master Bedrooms 


NoBeds 


if DualMasters = 


if NoBeds = 2 




DualMasters 


"V then 20 points 


or more and 








DualMasters = 








-N" then 








10 points 


Number of Bams 


KRentalDB 






Exact Match 


use value of 


Exact mftfgh ( 


1 less = 10 


or ttless 


MaxBalhs 


less, or 


points (penalty 






more - 20 points 


of 2 major fea- 


Cats Allowed 


use value of Cat 


if 'yes* will 


tures) 






be 20 points 


if on approval 








then 20 


Dogs Allowed 


use value of Dog 


if Yes will be 20 


if on approval 








then 13 


Handicap 


use value of 


if Yes will be 20 baaed on 


Points can 




Handicap 


Specifically states 


range from 0 to 20 






Handicap 








MaidServicc 








Emergency 24 hr call 








Monotored Alarm 








Elevators 




Elevators 


use value of 


if Yes or if single 






Elevators, 


story building will 








be 20 





Covered Parking 

Assigned Parking 
Young Children 



use value of 
CoveredParking 

use value of 
AssignedParking 
use value of 
YngChildreii 



if Underground, 
Garage or covered 
will be 20 points 
if AssignedParking 
or Garage then 20 points 
points are assigned 
as follows: 
Play area +3 
supervised play area +1 
wading pool +3 
supervised pool +1 
(next two tie 
mutually exclusive) 
Walk to daycare +3 
Cbse to daycare +2 
(next two arc 
mutually exclusive) 



Points can 
range from 0 
to 20 points 
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TABLE A-continucd 

Partial 



Features 


Data Source 


100% Compliance 


Compliance 






waiK to njemecnuy 








school +3 








Close to Elementary 








School +2 








(next two are 








mutually exclusive) 








Walk to h High +3 








Close to Jr High +2 








Planned Children's 








activities +3 




Senior Living 


use valve of Sr 


point* assigned as 


Can range from 




Living 


follows: 


0 to 15 (could 






Seniors Only +5 


actually exceed 






points 


15 if all 






24 hr Emergency 


items existed 






Call Services +1 


however 15 is 






Maid Services +1 


maximum 






Scheduled trans- 


assignment) 






portation +2 








Organized Actrvites 








+2 








Monitored Home 








Alarm +1 








Sr Center- Walk to 4-2 








Sr. Center-Close to +1 








Sr. Discount +2 




Corporate Apartments 


use value of 


Point assignments as 


range can be 




Carp Apt 


follows: 


from 0 to 20 






Complex specifi- 


points. 






cally states "Corpor- 








ate Apts available" 








Furnished Apartments 








Maid Service 








Conference Area 








available 




15 point Features 








Planned Activities 


use value of 


Point assignment is 


range can be 




PlannedActive 


as follows: 


from 0 to 15. 






Social Events 


(actual point 






(Happy hour, movie 








tvightn [ holiday 


could exceed 






celebrations) +3 


15 if all items 






Sports Events (soft- 


existed, bow. 






ball, fitness training, 


ever 15 is die 






walking clubs, teem 


maximum) 






sports) +3 








Business Network +2 








Community Gardening +2 








'Vbhmtecr Group +2 








Educational -1-3 








Scheduled Transport 








tation 43 




Swimming Pool 


use value of Pool 


if greater than 0 








then 15 points 




icnins loot 


use value of 


if greater than 0 








then 15 points 




Air Conditioning 


use vane of 


if Central Air 


if Air Conditioning 




AflCODdltlOQ 


men 15 points. 


(not central) then 12 








points 


Gated Property 


use value of 


if exists then 






OatedProp 


15 points 




Gated Parking 


use vahe of 


if Gated Properly or 






OaledPufcing 


Oated Parking then 








15 points. If Oarage 








Attached in RentProf 








men 15 points 




Oarage 


use value of 


if included or avail- 






Oarage 


able then 15 points 




Smaller Property 


use vahe of 


if 20 units or lees 


if 40 units 


StiwllffrPrpp 


then 15 points, 


or less then 5 points 


Close to Ocean 


use vahe of 


If walking ^« tf * u » u 


if close to then 10 




OceanCloee 


then 15 points 


points 


Walk to Public 


use vahe of 


if walking distance 


0 points 
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TABLE A-continucd 



Pain! Calculations 



Features 


Data Source 


100% Compliance 


Transpcration 


PublicTnmspon 


men 1 5 points 


5 Point Features 






Month to Month 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 


lease period 


Monthly 




6 Month lease 


use value of 


if yes then 5 point* 




6Monihs 




12 Months tease 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 




12Months 




Vacation rental 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 




Vacation 




Weekly 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 




Weekly 




"Washer/Dryer 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 


(included) 


WafihcrUryer 




Washer/Dryer 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 


Hookups 


Washer/Dryer 






Hookups 




Refrigerator 


use value of 


up to 5 points based 




Refrigerator 


on Reftigerator- 






Available {2 jot 






RcfrigcratorIncluded(5) 


Diah washer 


use value of 


if yes men 5 points 




Dishwasher 




Central Heat & 


use value of 


if yes then S points 


Air 


CentralH&A 




Newer Carpets 


use value of 


if Carpet Age 2yrs 




NewerCarpet 


or less then 5 points 


On-Site Laundry 


use value of 


if greater Chan 0 




OoSiteLdy 


then S points, or if 






Washo/Drycr then 






5 points 


Furnished 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 


Apartment 


Furnished 




Fitness Center 


use value of 


if greater than 0 




Fitness 


men 5 points 


Newer Property 


use value of 


if O-J years 




NewerProc 




Military 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 


Discounts 


MilitaryDisc 




Moderate Income 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 


Discounts 


ModerateDisc 




Patio/Balcony 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 




PatioBalc 




ExtraStocage 


use value of 


if storage on 




HxtyiaS forage 


balcony /patio or 






parking then 5 points 


Clubbouee 


use value of 


if greater thanO 




Clubhouse 


then 5 points 


Courtesy Patrol 


use value of 


if yes then 3 points 




Patrol 




Home Alarm 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 


System 


Home Alarm 




Monitored Alarm 


use value of 


if yes men 5 points 


System 


MonitoredAlarm 




Intercom System 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 


(visitor) 


Intercom 




Sauna 


use value of 

Manma 


if yes then 5 points 


Spa 


use value of Spa 


if greater than 0 






then 5 points 


Basketball Court 


use value of 


if greater than 0 




Basketball 


thee 5 points 


Raoquetball Court 


use value of 


if greater than 0 




Raequetball 


then 5 points 



partial 
Compliance 



selected as the lease 
period and the 
value of 

VACATION is 0 
men eliminate from 
the batch 

if weekly is selected 
and the value of 
Weekly is 0 and the 
value of Monthly 0 
then Htmmatf from 
the batch 
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TABLE A-continued 
Fojpt Calculates 



Partial 

Features Data Source 100% Compliance Compliance 



Pool Tables 


use value of 


if greater tharj 0 




PooITables 


then 5 points 


Quiet Property 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 




QutetPfop 




Fireplace 


use value of 


if yes then 5 points 




Fireplace 




Scenic View 


use value of 


if any defined view 




Seen*: View 


exists thari 5 points 



TABLE B 



The Rental Kiosk tables of KRENTAL J)B (used for searching) and KRENTINF-DB 
(used for More Mo display) arc created from three Administratiou Rental Tables: 
RENTALS DB (basic inforatttkra about die apartment community) 
RENTPROFDB (profile iafonaation about the apartment community) 
RENTUNTTDB (profile mfannation about the speck rental unit types) 



KRENTAL Admin 

Field Table Admin Field Conversion Instructions 



RemalU) 


RENTUNTT 


RcntaUD 


use value (key field - 7 characters) 


UniUD 


RENTUNTT 


UnitID 


use value (key field - I character where 








S = Studio, 1 = 1 Bedroom, 








2 = 2 Bedroom, 








3 = 3 Bedroom, 








U — 1/UB1 mMXCI CCuiutaaj 


VOype 


RENTALS 


AdType 


use value (ST, SC, or SP where 






ST = Standard Ad 








SC - Showcase Ad 








SP= Spotlight AD) 


BanncrTitlc 


RENTALS 


Banner 


Decode value of Banner and use full name 


RentaTiype 


RENTALS 


RenralType 


use value (A C, H where 






A= Apartment 








C = Condo or towuhomc 








H = Single Family Home) 


ComplexName 


RENTALS 


CompkzNanoe 


use value 


ManagedBy 


RENTALS 


ManagedBy 


use id value to lookup in RENTMGR. If 








RENTMORAlgrType = 'P' (professional) then 








insert Nimcl value otherwise leave blank. 


Address 


RENTALS 


Address 


use value 


Ciry 


RNNTALS 


City 


use value 


ZipCode 


RENTALS 


ZipCode 


use value 


State 


RENTALS 


State 


use value 


Phone 


RENTALS 


OfficePhooe 


use value 


Fa 


RENTALS 


QmccFax 


use value 


HouTBMooPri 


RENTALS 


HoursMonFri 


use value 


HoursSat 


RENTALS 


HoursSat 


use value 


HoursSun 


RENTALS 


HoursSun 


use value 


Street 


RENTALS 


Street 


use value 


CrossStreet 


RENTALS 


CrossStreet 


use value 


MinRent 


RENTUNTT 


MinRent 


use value 


MaxRent 


RENTUNTT 


MaxRent 


use value 


Nofiedi 


RENTUNTT 


(derived from 


if S then value = 1, if 1 men value = 1, if 2 






UnitID) 


then value = 2, if 3 then value « 3 t if D then 








value = 2 


DualMasters 


RENTUNTT 


(derived from 


if D then value = Y 






UnitID) 




MinBatbs 


RENTUNTT 


MinBaths 


use value 


MaxBalhs 


RENTUNTT 


NoBaibs 


use value 


Monthly 


RENTPROF 


Monthly 


if Monthly = Y then value = 5 else value =0 


6Momh 


RENTPROF 


6Month 


if fiMonth - Y men value = 5 else value = 0 


l2Mouth 


RENTPROF 


12Month 


if 12Mcoth = Y then value « 5 else value - 0 


Vacation 


RENTPROF 


Vacation 


if Vacation = Y then value = 5 else value = 0 








(property will be eliminated from the search 








batch if Vacation is selected and this value is 


Wxkfy 


RENTPROF 


Vfcekly 


zero) 

if Weekly = Y then value 5 else value = 0 






(property will be eUtninated from the search 








batch if Weekly is selected and this value is 








zero) 


YngChikfren 


RENTPROF 


CbiktWadinPool 


Points are accumulated depending oo the sum 
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TABLE B -continued 



The Rental Kxxk ttbk* of KRENTALDB (used for searching) and KRENTTNFJDB 
(used for More Info display) are created fxom three Administration RentaJ Tables: 
RENTALSXiB (basic information about the apartmem community) 
RENTPROFDB (profile bfomatkm about the apartment community) 
RENTUNTTDB (profile ipfonnation about the specie rental unit types) 



KRENTAL Admin 

Field Table Admin Field Conversion Instructions 









f\f fftatnres __:}i__b* 






O&ldPlayAjca 


if OiikiWadiLgPool then +3 






ChtldPlaySuper 


if QiildVVbdingSuper then +1 






CSiiklDayCarcClos 


if ChildPlay Area then +3 






OiiklDayCareWalk 


if CbildPlaySuper then +1 








fftm** tvTt f~ uri —n* trnriitflllv *"v , hi*}v*»\ 






ChiklEleinScfaWal- 


11 ^.111 IU J^LJrV*«U ^■'V* 9J9Sr IUCU » 4- 






ChildJrScbClofle 


if ChildDayCardWslk then +3 








(the t*t* two are rautally exclusive) 






CriUdPlanActive 


if Cfr?klKWTiScV*loy t then +2 
















(ihe next two arc m_t_Hy exclusive) 








if QuldJrSchClose then +2 








U \ ill m 1*1 J II "r — 1— 1 1 IT 1 1 c *J 
















Highest Point value can be 20 points 


Seniors 


RENTPROP 


Seniors Only 


Points axe ^yiw^ulfltfl depending on the mm 






SenjoxCtrClose 


of the feature- found: 














Senior 24hrCail 


(the next two are mutually exclusive) 






^^nj ■ Tn^x'a i f_ 
OCiiJUu/iMAi_l 


if fi^mnW n> tr^ < ln)V ttwm 4-1 

Ll BWv HVK/tfL _lvil I 1 






KtonitDredAlann 


11 OGdUUl^U " *V— k UKU ~4 








if Senior _4fafG all th_~ 4>1 






PI oniwf E r_n <mnrt 


if 5!eninrT)ifici*nint then 4»2 






PI _ivf_v1 Crw n t 


LL HfllWI III >l tAliH 1 Hill 1 1 1 USD ▼ 1 








if t_T__K— U—V rf_i*l _.1 








if PlfliU— xfTrfinsport then +2 








if D1_— *__4C<vinl limn jJJ 








Highest poinl value can be 1 5 points ... if all 








values criitfftri the accuniulated points could 








exceeo is, cut on ai l j 


E*lanneuActrve 


RKNTPROF 


r isffi non fKUJN erworx 


Points sic accuzrjula ted from the sun of 






P^ OTitynfftf^ir ation 


ICVUIvB iuuHL 








11 nil mulDUJi^Ctwm^ IUCU t *. 






PI annedSoctal 


if PioT^n^y^nff^niinp ^^f*f\ 






PI an ruw4 Cnntt 

rjBXUjoaopwis 








PlanncdTra__port 


if Plnnr_tf 1 Cmipdu tl i_*j ■ ■ ■ 3 

ii r i£i_jouopons um + j 






Planned^ tunteer 


ti j'lazmea ii8iB*pon men + j 








ti risiuico voruntocr idcd -r_ 








Highest point value can be 1 5 points 




D17Vrl 1)D fW 


carLU- 


u ^oiun s x uiou _u poini— 






CatApproval 


it catApprovai = i tnen 13 points 


Dog 


RKNTPROF 


DogOK 


ix _jQgu_L= x men _u pomis 






o A hh^mw 1 


tf TVx? Ar_vmv_1 a •Y 1 __tn 1 S rvsintA 


_____ 
Newer Prop 


OTTVTT* A T c 


YrBuilt 


if YrBuilt = <3 years frotD current then value = 5 


ftmaiienrrop 




1 TvU ***** Dpjiji 

i iffTiifcin **n.»i 


u uniisu_riop is jxj or less men u poous 








if UmtabProp is 21-40 then 5 points else - 0 


Quietpiop 


RENTPROP 


QraundsQuiet 


if GnxtndsQuiet = "V then 5 points else 0 


GatedProp 


RENTPROP 


GatedProp 


if GatedProp a "V then 15 points else 0 


C3a_sdPar_ing 


RENTPROP 


GatedParking 


if GatedParking = T then 15 points or if 






GatedProp 


GatedProp = "Y~ then 15 points or if 






GarageALtacbed 


Gai^e Attached = "V then 15 points else 0 


HomeAlarm 


RENTPROP 


HonQeAlfiim 


if HccneAlarm = Y then 5 points else 0 


MonitoredAlarm 


RENTPROP 


MoniioredAkrm 


if McaitoiedAlarm « Y then 5 else 0 


Intc room 


RENTPROP 


Intercom 


If Intercom = Y men value = 5 else 0 


Patrol 


RENTPROP 


Patrol 


if Patrol = Y then value = 5 else 0 


OnSiteLdy 


RENTPROP 


NoOnSLtcLdy 


if NoOnSiteLdy >0 then 5 points or if 






WasberDryerroc hided 


WasherDryerlncluded = "Y" then 5 points else 0 


Elevators 


RENTPROP 


Elevators 


if Elevators = "Y" men 20 points or if 






StucturcNoStorics 


StructurcNoStories = 1 then 20 points else 0 


Pool 


RENTPROF 


NoPcola 


if NbPcols X) then 15 points 


Tennis 


RENTPROP 


NoTennia 


if NoTennis >0 then 15 else 0 


Fitness 


RENTPROF 


NoPimess 


if NoFilness X) then 5 points else 0 


Clubhouse 


RENTPROF 


NoClubbouses 


if NoClubbouses *> then 5 else 0 


Racquctball 


RENTPROF 


NoRacquctbiU 


if NoRacquethall >0 then 5 else 0 


Basketball 


RENTPROF 


NoBasketball 


if NoBasketbaU >0 then 5 else 0 


PoolTables 


RENTPROF 


PootTables 


if NoPcoriabLes >0 men 5 else 0 


MilitaryDisc 


RKNTPROF 


Military Disc 


if MiUtaryDisc = Y" then 5 else 0 


ModeroteDisc 


RENTPROF 


ModerateDisc 


if MockrateDifc = "Y" then 5 else 0 


SrDi-coum 


RENTPROF 


ScniorDisc 


if ScniorDisc = "V then 5 else 0 
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TABLE B-coatinucd 

The Rental Kiosk tables of KRENTALDB (used for searching) and KRENTXNFDB 
(used for More Info display) are created from three AdmmUanuoa Rental Tables: 
RENTALS DB (basic information about the apartment community) 
KENTPROFDB (profile infomution about the apartment community) 
RENTUNTTDB (profile information about the specie renr ai iyr*^ 

KRENTAL Admin 



Field 


Table 


Admin Field 


CcnverBion Instructions 


StudentDisc 


RENTPRGF 


StudexnDisc 


if StudentDisc = T then 5 else 0 


CorpApt 


RENTPROF 


CorpApt 


Value U the accumulative sum of the features 




Furnished 


if CorpApt = "Y" then 15 points 






MaidService 


if Furnished = "Y** then +2 points 






CoorcTCQccAjca 


if MaidService = "V then +2 points 








if GmferenceArea = "Y** then +1 point 








Highest value is 20 points 


Furnished 


RENTPROF 


Furnished 


if Furnished = Y men 5 else 0 


Handicap 


RENTPROF 


Handicap 


value is the accumulative sum of features: 






MaidService 


if Handicap = "Y" then 15 points 






EmergencyCall 


if MaidService = "Y" then +2 






MomtoradAlarm 


if EmergencyCall = "Y" then +2 






Elevator 


if MooitoredAlaaxi - "Y* 1 then +2 








if Elevator = "Y** then +-2 








Highest value = 20 points (sum could exceed 








if all features but limit to 20 points) 


NewcrCarpet 


RENTPROF 


CarpetAge 


if CarpetAge is 2 Years or less from current 








year then 5 points else 0 


Dishwasher 


RENTPROF 


Dishwasher 


if Dishwasher = Y then 5 else 0 


Refrigerator 


RENTPROF 


RefngcratorAvailstble 


If RefrigeratorAvailable then S or if 






Refrigeratorlnchided 


RefngeraiorJhcluded theo 2 else 0 


Fireplace 


RENTPROF 


BodroomFireplacc 


if BcdnxxnFiresplaoc or if LWragRmFireplace 




LivmgRmFireplace 


or if FamilyRmFireplace = "Y" then 5 points 






FarailyRinFirepUce 




WashDiy Included 


RENTPROF 


WashDrylnchidod 


if WashDry Included = "Y" then 5 points else 0 


^shDry Hookups 


RENTPROF 


WashDryHootups 


if WaahDryHookups = "Y" then 5 points else 0 


CentralH&A 


RENTPROF 


OnlralH&A 


if CentralH&A = Y then S else 0 


AirConditioo 


RENTPROF 


AirConcfction 


if AirCondition = **Y** men 5 or if Central 






CentralHAA 


H&A = "Y" then 5 else 0 


PauoBalc 


RENTPROF 


PatioBak 


if PatioBalc = **Y" or if PatioYard Y then 5 






PatioYard 


points else 0 


ExtraStorage 


RENTPROF 


PatioBalcStorage 


if PatioBalc Storage = Y or if ParkingStorage = 






Parking Storage 


"Y** then 5 points else 0 


AMigtwrfPartmg 


RENTPROF 


AssignParfcmg 


if Assigned Parking = Y or if Oarage Avail able 






GarageAvailable 


or Oaragelncluded = Y then 20 points else 0 






Oaragelnchided 




Garage 


RENTPROF 


GarageAvailable 


if GarageAvailable or if Oaragelnchided = "Y" 




Garagelnchided 


then 15 points else 0 


CoveredParking 


RENTPROF 


CcveredParkmg 


if CoveredParking or GarageAvailable or 






GarageAvailable 


Oaragelncluded or UndergroundPatking = Y 






Oaragelncluded 


then 20 points else 0 










OoeanClose 


RENTPROF 


OceanOose 


if Ocean Walk = "Y~ men 15 points* if 






Ocean Walk 


OceanCbse or ViewOccan men 10 points else 0 






View Ocean 




Scenic View 


RENTPROF 


ViewOccan 


if any * views ° Y then value = 5 else 0 






ViewBay 








ViewLakefrool 








ViewMountain 








View Canyon 








ViewCityLighta 








ViewHillskk 




PublkTransport 


RENTPROF 


WalkPubTraos 


if walkPubTrans = Y then ttpoints else 0 


AdCodel 


RENTALS 


AdCodel 


use value 


AdCcde2 


RENTALS 


AdCode2 


use value 


AdCoie3 


RENTALS 


AdCode3 


use value 


AdCode4 


RENTALS 


AdOxfc4 


use value 


AdCode5 


RENTALS 


AdCode5 


use value 


AdCodeo* 


RENTALS 


AdCodeti 


use value 


AdCode7 


RENTALS 


AdCode? 


use value 


AcCodeS 


RENTALS 


AdCode8 


use value 


AdCode9 


RNNTALS 


AdCoor9 


use value 


StudioCoet 


RENTPROF 


StudioCost 


use value 


IBedCost 


RENTPROF 


IBedCost 


use value 


2BedCost 


RENTPROF 


2fiedCost 


use value 


3BedCost 


RENTPROF 


3BedCost 


use value 


SecDeposil 


RENTVNIT 


SecDeposrt 


use value 


KeyDep 


RENTPROF 


Key Deposit 


usevalue 


ClcanDcposit 


RENTUNTT 


ClcanDcposit 


use value 


CleanFee 


RENTTJNTT 


CleanFee 


use value 
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TABLE B-continued 



The Rental Kiosk tables of KRENTALDB (used for searching) and KRENTTNFXJB 
(used for Mere Info display) are created from three Administration Rental Tables: 
RENTALS DB (bosk information about the apartment community) 
RENTPROFDB (profile mfomiation about the apartment community) 
RJ5NTUNTT-DB (profile jnfoimatioo about the specie rental unit tvoest 

KRENTAL Admin 

Held Table Admin Field Conversion Instructions 



CrediiPee RENTPROF CreditFoe use value 

DogDeposit RENTPROF DogDeposit use value 

CatDeposil RENTPROF CatDepoait use value 



What is claimed is: 

1. A method for searching for items in a search pool based 
od selected search features, comprising the steps of: 

selecting a plurality of primary and non-primary search 
features to be used for basing a search for items in the 
search pool; 

comparing each item in the search pool with said plurality 
of primary search features; 

eliminating items in the search pool which are not an 
exact match or a near match with said plurality of 
primary search features; 

comparing each item remaining in the search pool with 
said plurality of non-primary search features; 

assigning points to an item in the search pool for a feature 
which is an exact match or a near match to a feature in 
said plurality of primary and non-primary search 
features, all said points to be assigned to said features 
being predetermined and not requiring input by a user 
requesting said searching for said items; and 

generating a predetermined number of items in the search 
pool with the highest total points. 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein said step of assigning 
further comprises the steps of: 

assigning points for said primary search features; and 
assigning points for said non-primary search features. 

3. The method of claim 2 wherein said step of assigning 
points for said primary search features further comprises the 
steps of: 

assigning full points to an item in said search pool for 
each said primary search features for which an exact 
matching feature exists in said item; 

assigning partial points to said item in said search pool for 
each said primary search features for which a near 
matching feature exists in said item; and 

e liminatin g said item in said search pool from a search 
pool for each said primary search features which does 
not exist in said item. 

4. The method of claim 2 wherein said step of assigning 
points for said non-primary search features further com- 
prises the steps of: 

assigning full points to an item in said search pool for 
each said non-primary search features for which an 
exact matching feature exists in said item; and 

assigning partial points to said item in said search pool for 
each said non-primary search features for which a near 
rnatching feature exists in said item. 

5. An apparatus for searching for items in a search pool 
based on selected plurality of primary and non-primary 
search features, said apparatus comprising: 

a first storage element for storing text data of the search 
pool; 



a second storage element for storing audio and visual data 
of the search pool; 

a comparator element for comparing each item in the 
search pool for a feature which is an exact match or a 
near match to said plurality of primary or non-primary 
search features, said comparator element comparing 
each item with said plurality of primary search features 
before comparing selected said each item which is an 
exact match or a near match to said primary search 
feature with said non-primary search features; 

a point assignment element for assigning points to an item 
In the search pool for a feature which is an exact match 
or a near match to a primary or a non-primary feature 
in said search features, said point assignment element 
assigning points to an item based on a plurality of tables 
including a predetermined schedule of points to be 
assigned to said features of an item; 

a third storage element for storing said text audio, visual 
data and said point assignment element of the search 
pool; 

a CPU for processing the data in said first storage element, 
said second storage element and said third storage 
element; and 

a display element for displaying said search features and 
search results. 

6. The apparatus of claim 5 wherein said point assignment 
element further comprises: 

a primary point assignment element for assigning points 

for primary search features; and 
a non-rtfimary point assignment element for assigning 

points for non-primary search features. 

7. The apparatus of claim 6 wherein said primary point 
assignment element further comprises: 

a primary exact match element for assigning full points to 
an item in said search pool far each said primary search 
features for which an exact matching feature exists in 
said item; 

a primary near match element for assigning partial points 
to said Item in said search pool for each said primary 
search features for which a near matching feature exists 
in said Item; and 

a primary no match element for eliminating said item in 
said search pool from a search pool for each said 
primary search features which does not exist in said 
item, 

8. The apparatus of claim 6 wherein said non-primary 
point assignment element further comprises: 

a non-primary exact match element for assigning full 
points to an item in said search pool for each said 
non-rjrirnary search features for which an exact match- 
ing feature exists in said item; and 



25 



30 



35 



40 



45 



50 



55 



60 



05/28/2003, EAST 



Version: 1 . 03 . 0002 



5,754,850 



23 



24 



20 



a non-primary near match element for assigning partial 
points to said item in said search pool for each said 
non-primary search features for which a near matching 
feature exists in said item. 

9. A system for searching for items in a search pool based 5 
on selected plurality of primary and non-primary search 
features, said system comprising: 

a first storage element for storing text data of the search 
pool; 

a second storage element for storing audio and visual data 10 
of the search pool; 

a comparator element for comparing each item in the 
search pool for a feature which is an exact match or a 
near match to said plurality of primary or non-primary 
search features, said comparator element comparing 15 
each item with said plurality of primary search features 
before comparing selected said each item which is an 
exact match or a near match to said primary search 
feature with said non-primary search features; 

a point assignment element for assigning points to an item 
in the search pool for a feature which is an exact match 
or a near match to a primary or a non-primary feature 
in said search features, said point assignment element 
assigning points to an Item based oo a plurality of tables ^ 
including a predetermined schedule of points to be 
assigned to said features of an item; 

a third storage element for storing said text audio, visual 
data and said point assignment element of the search 
pool; M 

a CPU for processing the data in said first storage element 
said second storage element and said third storage 
element; and 

a display element for displaying said search features and 
search results comprising items with highest total 35 
points. 

10. The system of claim 9 wherein said point assignment 
element further comprises: 

a primary point assignment element for assigning points 
for primary search features; and 40 

a non-primary point assignment element for assigning 
points for non-primary search features. 

11. The system of claim It wherein said primary point 
assignment element further comprises: 

a primary exact match element for assigning full points to 45 
an item in said search pool for each said primary search 
features for which an exact matching feature exists in 
said item; 

a primary near match element for assigning partial points ^ 
to said item in said search pool for each said primary 
search features for which a near matching feature exists 
in said item; and 

a primary no match element for eliminating said item in 
said search pool from a search pool for each said 55 
primary search features which does not exist in said 
item. 

12. The system of claim 10 wherein said non-primary 
point assignment element further comprises: 

a non-primary exact match element for assigning full eo 
points to an item in said search pool for each said 
non-primary search features for which an exact match- 
ing feature exists in said item; and 

a non-primary near match element for assigning partial 
points to said item in said search pool for each said 65 
non-primary search features for which a near matching 
feature exists in said item. 



13. An apparatus for searching for items in a search pool 
based on selected plurality of primary and non-primary 
search features, said apparatus comprising: 

means for storing text data of the search pool; 

means for storing audio and visual data of the search pool; 

means for comparing each item in the search pool for a 
feature which is an exact match or a near match to said 
plurality of primary or non-primary search features, 
said means for comparing compares each item with 
said plurality of primary search features before com- 
paring selected said each item which is an exact match 
or a near match to said primary search feature with said 
non-primary search features; 

means for assigning points to an item in the search pool 
for a feature which is an exact match or a near match 
to a primary or a non-primary feature in said search 
features, said means for assigning points to an item 
performing said assigning based on a plurality of tables 
including a predetermined schedule of points to be 
assigned to said features of an item; 

means for storing said text, audio, visual data and said 
means for assigning points; 

means for processing the data in said means for storing 
text said means for storing audio and said means for 
assigning; and 

means for displaying said search features and search 
results. 

14. The apparatus of daira 13 wherein said means for 
assigning points further comprises: 

means for assigning points for primary search features; 
and 

means for assigning points for non-primary search fea- 
tures. 

15. The apparatus of claim 13 wherein said means for 
assigning points for primary search features further com- 
prises: 

means for assigning full points to an item in said search 
pool for each said primary search features for which an 
exact matching feature exists in said item; 

means for assigning partial points to said item in said 
search pool for each said primary search features for 
which a near matching feature exists in said item; and 

means for eliminating said item in said search pool from 
a search pool for each said primary search features 
which does not exist in said item. 

16. The apparatus of claim 13 wherein said means for 
assigning points for non-primary search features further 
comprises: 

means for assigning full points to an item in said search 
pool for each said non-primary search features for 
which an exact matching feature exists in said item; and 

means for assigning partial points to said item in said 
search pool for each said non-primary search features 
for which a near matching feature exists in said item. 

17. An apparatus for performing a search for homes in a 
search pool and housed in an enclosure comprising: 

a touch monitor for displaying selection screens, and for 
accepting inputs, said selection screens displaying a 
predetermined number of selection features; 

a database containing a predeterrnined number of items to 
be searched; 

a search software for producing a predetermined number 
of search results based oo said redetermined number 
of primary and non-primary selection features and by 
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searching through said database for said items with 
features matching said primary and non-primary selec- 
tion features and assigning points to said features 
corresponding to matching primary and non-primary 
selection features* said primary selection features being 
evaluated before said non-primary selection features, 
all said points to be assigned to said features being 
predetermined and not requiring input of said points by 
a user requesting said search; 

a computer for running said search software; 

a printer for producing a printout with information on a 
predetermined number of search results; 

a printer output portion for dispensing said printout; and 

a first storage element for storing said database. 

18. The apparatus of claim. 17 further comprising a second 
storage clement for storing said database. 

19. The apparatus of claim 17 wherein said first storage 
element comprises a hard disk. 

20. The apparatus of claim 18 wherein said second storage 
element comprises CD ROMs. 

21. The apparatus of claim 18 wherein said second storage 
element comprises floppy disks. 

22 The apparatus of claim 18 wherein said search soft- 
ware further comprises a loan search element for searching 
for home loans. 

23. The apparatus of claim 18 wherein said search soft- 
ware further comprises a rental search element for searching 
for rental properties. 

24. A system for performing a search for homes in a 
search pool, and housed in an enclosure comprising: 

a touch monitor for displaying selection screens, and for 
accepting inputs, said selection screens displaying a 
predetermined number of selection features; 

a database containing a predetermined number of items to 
be searched; 



>850 
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a search software for producing a predetermined number 
of search results based on said predetermined number 
of primary and non-primary selection features and by 
searching through said database for said items with 
features matching said primary and non-primary selec- 
tion features and assigning points to said features 
corresponding to matching primary and non-primary 
selection features, said primary selection features being 
i evaluated before said non-primary selection features, 
all said points to be assigned for said features being 
predetermined and not requiring input of said points by 
a user requesting said search; 

a computer for running said search software; 

a printer for producing a printout with information on a 
predetermined number of search results; 

a printer output portion for dispensing said printout; and 

a first storage element for storing said database. 

25. The system of claim 24 further comprising a second 
storage element for storing said database. 

26. The system of claim 24 wherein said first storage 
element comprises a hard disk. 

27. The system of claim 25 wherein said second storage 
element comprises CD ROMs. 

28. The system of claim 25 wherein said second storage 
element comprises floppy disks. 

29. The system of claim 24 wherein said search software 
30 further comprises a loan search clement for searching for 

home loans. 

30. The system of claim 24 wherein said search software 
further comprises a rental search element for searching for 
rental properties. 

33 
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ABSTRACT 



The invention relates to a method and system for facilitating 
a transaction between a customer and an automobile deal- 
ership. The system includes a kiosk including an input/ 
display terminal and a terminal processor for formulating a 
multilevel customer query of automobile inventory. The 
query searches a storage device containing automobile data 
and images to return a selected inventory to the input/display 
device. The practice of the invention includes storing cus- 
tomer data, selected inventory information for later access 
by a marketing follow-up application and a financing and 
insurance application. 
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METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR AUTOMOBILE 
TRANSACTIONS 

A portion of the disclosure of this patent document 
contains material which is subject to copyright protection. 5 
The copyright owner has no objection to the facsimile 
reproduction by anyone of the patent disclosure, as it 
appears in the Patent and Trademark Office patent files or 
records, but otherwise reserves all copyright rights whatso- 
ever, to 

MICROFICHE APPENDIX 

This application includes a microfiche appendix (8 pages, 
845 frames) containing a computer listing. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to a method and a system for 
facilitating automobile purchase and lease transactions. 
More specifically, the present invention relates to an inter- 
active system which collects customer requirements and 20 
preferences and provides a listing of available dealership 
inventory matching those items. The system permits a 
customer to review a number of available vehicles to narrow 
the scope of his search prior to the involvement of a sales 
assistant. The system may be used for either new or used 
vehicles. 

The modern automobile customer is faced with a daunting 
array of choices for not only car models from which to 
choose but also with respect to the business from which to 3Q 
buy them. The average size of automobile dealerships for 
both new and used vehicles is growing. Moreover, with 
increasing frequency, dealerships sell multiple automobile 
lines under one roof. Therefore, even within a particular 
price range, automobile type, or manufacturer line, there are 35 
a plethora of choices and decisions to be made by the 
consumer. 

In a typical car purchase transaction, the customer visits 
the dealership and wanders the showroom or the dealer's lot 
in search of an automobile meeting the customer's require- 40 
ments and desires. The customer does not have any infor- 
mation concerning current dealership inventory. "Hie cus- 
tomer may be approached by a salesperson who will provide 
assistance to the customer in locating and identifying the 
desired make and model. For the reasons described above, 45 
this process can be quite time consuming, particularly if the 
customer is unsure about her needs. 

The process for a used car may be even more cumber- 
some. Used cars of a particular line may be found at many 
more dealerships than just those of that particular line. It 50 
follows that the customer has an even larger number of 
potential trips to make to examine cars. Shopping for used 
cars using newspaper advertisements can also be very time 
intensive and has the potential to produce disappointing 
results because newspaper advertisements typically provide 55 
only bare-bones information and do not provide a visual 
image of the automobile to give some indication of its 
condition. U.S. Pat. No. 5,238,731 to Lalonde et al. discloses 
a Computer-Based Classified Ad System and Method which 
features visual images of the items offered for sale. 60 

Some customers may prefer to do their initial model 
selection alone in the absence of any sales pressure from an 
employee of the dealership. The dealership may benefit from 
this preference by not having a salesperson tied up with a 
customer who is unsure of what he wants. The dealership 65 
and the customer will benefit from involving the salesperson 
at a point where the customer knows what he wants. 



2 

The systems that have been developed in this area do not 
address all the needs described above. For example, the Car 
Max® chain of used car "superstores" provides a customer 
operated system for car selection called AutoMation® 
Vehicle Browse. It is believed that the system stores a 
customer name for display in an on-screen greeting. The 
system also uses the customer's zip code to incorporate the 
associated city into the customer greeting. However, it is not 
believed that the system creates a link to a salesperson or 
contacts the salesperson when the customer is ready to test 
drive a vehicle. A similar system is available from the Auto 
Nation USA used car chain. However, it is believed that that 
system does have the features described above. 

There is a need then for a system and a method of 
facilitating an automobile transaction which will permit a 
customer to sift through the myriad choices available for a 
car purchase. At the same time, the system and method must 
optimize salesperson effectiveness by involving the sales- 
person in the transaction only when needed and at the point 
where the customer is most likely to be ready to purchase. 
Desirably, such a system would also link the salesperson to 
the customer to permit follow-up both during the customer's 
visit and later, after the customer has left the dealership. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The system of the present invention provides several 
advantages over prior art methods of handling automobile 
transactions. First, the system establishes a link between the 
salesperson and the customer that is maintained throughout 
the customer transaction. The customer is automatically 
directed to the salesperson when he needs help navigating 
the system and when he desires further assistance to exam- 
ine selected inventory. The system captures basic informa- 
tion about the customer, which information can later be 
reused for a variety of purposes. The information can be 
used for follow-up marketing, to gather data on customer 
demographics, and to expedite the administrative paperwork 
associated with the car purchase as the transaction is closed. 
With respect to the last item, the system provides an inter- 
face between a financing and insurance application and 
customer data maintained on a storage device so that the 
required paperwork for an automobile transaction can be 
completed quickly and efficiently with reduced opportunity 
for mistakes. The method and system of the present inven- 
tion are desirably practiced using touch screen technology 
for customer input. Touch screens are less intimidating for 
some customers than keyboards and are believed to be more 
reliable in the long term than keyboards. The touch screen 
technology is augmented by audio instructions and confir- 
mation of each customer selection. Thus, the customer is 
provided with a pleasant, interactive purchase experience 
that will help to build repeat business. 

The data that is collected concerning customer queries 
may be collected by a dealership and analyzed to track 
customer preferences and thus guide inventory purchases. 
For a used car dealer, this aspect is particularly valuable as 
it allows the dealer to stock vehicles having the highest 
turnover rate. 

Another aspect of this system permits dealership man- 
agement to monitor salesperson performance in response to 
customer requests for help and additional information con- 
cerning vehicles. This feature can be valuable for maintain- 
ing a high level of customer satisfaction. 

The present invention includes an on-site system for 
facilitating an automobile transaction for a customer. The 
system comprises an input/display terminal adapted to form 
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a multilevel customer query and to display responses displaying a selected inventory if the primary query returns 
thereto. The terminal including a terminal processor which a minimum number of vehicles from the current inventory; 
is adapted to create a link between the customer and a generating a secondary query in the input/display terminal 
salesperson assigned to that customer. This salesperson is processor if the primary query fails to return a minimum 
referred to as a "linked" salesperson and is tied to that 5 number of vehicles; displaying a selected inventory corn- 
particular customer throughout the transaction. prised of vehicles meeting the secondary query if the num- 

The system further includes a data server adapted to route Der of vehicles from the secondary query equals a minimum 

a customer query from the input/display terminal to a number of vehicles; and repeating these steps until the 

storage device containing customer data, automobile inven- number of vehicles from the primary and the secondary 

tory data, vehicle images, and video files. The storage device io query equals a minimum number of vehicles to be displayed, 

is adapted to communicate to the input/display device via Thus, an aspect of this invention includes providing an 

the data server a selected inventory responsive to the cus- easy-to-use, interactive system for an automobile transaction 

tomer query. The term "selected inventory" has the specific using touch screen technology in combination with video 

meaning explained herein below. and audio feedback to the customer. 

The system further includes a communications device for 15 Another aspect of the present invention is to provide a 

making a customer-initiated contact with the linked sales method for capturing customer data only once, storing that 

person from the input/display terminal via the data server. data for later access by a follow-up marketing application or 

The system could also include a printer for printing a financing and insurance application, 

information relating to at least one automobile from the Yet another aspect of the present invention is providing a 

selected inventory. system which will always display some amount of dealer- 

An addition feature of the system is an interface between ship inventory for every customer query, 

the storage device and an automobile check-in system Still another aspect of the present invention is displaying 

wherein the interface updates the inventory data to include a minimum number of vehicles in response to a customer 

data relating to newly acquired automobiles as the newly 2$ query even if the dealership has fewer than that minimum 

acquired automobiles are received. number currently in inventory. 

In the practice of the present invention the selected Another aspect of the present invention includes allowing 

inventory is comprised of a minimum number of vehicles the customer to review dealership inventory without any 

from the current automobile inventory. sa i es pressure so as to involve the salesperson only when the 

The system may further include an interface between the 30 customer needs help with the system or when the customer 

storage device and a financing and insurance application, has located a vehicle of interest. 

which application is capable of extracting customer data and A further aspect of the present invention is the use of 

selected inventory information to determine exact monthly scr een technology to provide a more "user-friendly" 

payments for the lease/purchase of an automobile from the experience for an automobile customer and to provide a 

selected inventory. 35 raore reliable input device. 

The present invention also comprehends a method for Yet another aspect of the present invention includes 

facilitating an automobile purchase transaction between a modifying a primary multilevel customer query until the 

customer and an automobile dealership. The method com- query returns a minimum number of vehicles, 
prises assigning a linked sales person to the customer. The 

linked salesperson is tied to that customer throughout the 40 BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING 

remaining steps of the method. The method further includes FIG. 1 illustrates components of the system of the present 

providing a customer transaction terminal including a invention 

display/input terminal and a terminal processor and provid- ' , 

ing a storage device containing customer data, vehicle data, 2 Urates a kiosk of the present invention, 

vehicle images, instructional audio, video, and a payment 45 FIG - 3 illustrates a typical salesroom layout incorporating 

module. A multilevel customer query is created, the query me present invention. 

containing parameters relating to a preferred automobile in FIG. 4 is a flowchart illustrating the operation of the 

the kiosk processor. The method also includes displaying a system of the present invention. 

selected inventory at the input/display device, wherein the FIG. 5 illustrates the log in screen of the present inven- 

selected inventory comprises a minimum number of selected 50 tion. 

automobiles from the automobile inventory database to piG. 5A illustrates the logic steps of the log in screen of 

include additional automobiles outside customer parameters the present invention. 

if fewer than the minimum number of automobiles meeting FIG. 6 illustrates the registration screen of the present 

customer parameters exist in the inventory; contacting the invention 

linked salesperson responsive to a customer-initiated request 55 m ^ / A ■„ , , 4 . , A (U « 1 e 

£ ii_ ■ a ijx* i j * j . .« 4 M 3:> FIG. 6 A illustrates the logic steps of the log in screen of 

from the input/display device and storing the customer query . • .• » r » 

j i t • . ■ j . the present invenuon. 

and selected inventory in the storage device. ; , 

Other aspects of the method of the present invention . ; 7 shows ^ main mcnu of the s y $tcm of thc P rcsenl 

include displaying a list of available salespersons on the mven on ' 

input/display device; and contacting a customer-selected 60 FIGS * 7A * 7B iUustrale lhe lo S lc ste P s of the mam menu 

sales person from the list via the communications device. °f tne P resent invention. 

Alternatively, the method includes displaying a group of FIG. S shows the "All Cars" car selection screen of the 

images of available sales persons; and contacting a present invention. 

customer-selected sales person from the group via the com- FIGS. 8A, 8B illustrate the logic steps of the "All Cars" 

munications device. 65 car selection screen of the present invention. 

The method further includes generating a primary multi- FIG. 9 shows the transmission selection screen of the 

level customer query in the input/display terminal processor; present invention. 
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FIG. 9A shows the logic steps of the car selection process 
of the present invention for the steps after the "All Cars" 
selection screen. 

FIG. 10 shows the model year selection screen of the 
present invention. 

FIG. 11 shows the first price range selection screen of the 
present invention. 

FIG. 11A shows the second price range selection screen of 
the present invention. 

FIG. 12 shows the vehicle selection screen of the present 
invention. 

FIG. 12 A shows the selected inventory screen of the 
present invention. 

FIG. 13 shows the selected vehicle screen of the present 
invention. 

FIG. 14 shows the final decision screen of the present 
invention. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENT 

In this description, the term "automobile" will be used to 
refer to a wide range of vehicles sold at retail by car 
dealerships to include cars, trucks, vans and sports/utility 
vehicles. The term "vehicle" as used herein is intended to 
have the same meaning as the term automobile. 

The diagram in FIG. 1 illustrates the components of a 
preferred embodiment of the present invention. The system 
is comprised of a terminal 10, terminal processor 10a, a data 
server 11, a communications device 16, a storage device 12, 
and a "linked" salesperson 17. The storage device 12 con- 
tains a customer database 19, an inventory database 13, 
vehicle image files 14, video and sound files 14, and 
payment module 15. An additional component is check-in 
system 18 which is interfaced to the storage device 12. The 
inventory data 12 includes information about each vehicle as 
shown in Table 1 below. 

TABLE 1 



20 



25 



30 



35 



Inventory Data 


Model Year 


Stock Number 


Make 


Vehicle Identification Number 


Model 


TYans mission 


Body Style 


Engine 


Color 


Location 


Mileage 


Features 


Price 


Vehicle Image 



The features information item refers to such things as type 
radio, cruise control, tilt steering wheel power windows and 
the power windows and the like which will vary from 
vehicle to vehicle. This listing is exemplary only and may be 
expanded to fit a particular vehicle type. 

The equipment selected for the data server and the ter- 
minal processor should be capable of displaying large image 
files quickly. Therefore, a preferred device for the terminal 
processor is a Pentium-based personal computer operating at 
a clock speed of at least 166 Mhz and having at least 32 Meg 
of Random Access Memory (RAM). Less capable equip- 
ment may be technically capable but may be so slow as to 
cause customer dissatisfaction with system performance. 
Desirably, the data server is a dual processor unit operating 
at a clock speed of 200 Mhz to create a network ca pable of 
100 MPS. The selection of suitable computer equipment for 
the practice of the present invention is within the skill of one 
of ordinary skill in the art. 



40 



45 



50 



55 



60 



65 



The programming for the present invention can be accom- 
plished with any one of the well-known computer lan- 
guages. In a preferred embodiment, the Delphi language is 
used. 

The customer data is created and saved as customers are 
logged in and use the system. This data is comprised of basic 
information about each customer, such as, but not limited to, 
name, address and phone number. 

The check-in system 18 is a computerized system for 
capturing information concerning newly-acquired automo- 
biles as they are brought into the dealership. These systems 
are well known in the automobile business and are available 
from a variety of vendors. As shown in more detail in FIG. 
1A, this system may include a laptop computer for recording 
inventory data shown in Table 1 for each automobile. The 
information could include a digital image of the vehicle. 
Desirably, the images are recorded in the well-known JPEG 
file format although other images such as MPEG could be 
used. In order to speed the later processing of the images and 
to conserve storage device space, the images may be com- 
pressed for storage. A typical image file having a size of 1 
megabyte could be compressed to about a third that size 
using well-known compression techniques. 

The newly-acquired automobiles must be cleaned and 
given a mechanical examination prior to being formally 
added to the dealership inventory in the system. Prior to that 
time, it is not desirable to make a vehicle available for 
customer queries generated by the present invention. The 
practice of the present invention includes providing an 
interface between the check-in system 18 and the storage 
device 12 so that periodically data relating to newly- 
acquired vehicles may be uploaded into the storage device 
12. This data concerning the newly-acquired vehicles will 
not be available for customer query at terminal 10 until 
dealership management has priced the vehicle and declared 
it ready for sale. 

Terminal 10 accepts customer input and displays the 
results of system queries. The terminal 10 should include a 
monitor large enough to permit easy viewing and to accept 
input using a touch screen. An acceptable monitor is the 
Viewsonic 17GS. Touch screen technology is preferable for 
customer input over conventional keyboards because key- 
boards quickly show wear from heavy use. Additionally, it 
is believed that touch screens in the long term are more 
reliable than keyboards. Touch screens are also much more 
"user- friendly" and less intimidating for some customers. 
Touch screen technology is well known in the art and will 
not be explained in detail here. The terminal 10 is connected 
to a terminal 10a which contains all the executable files and 
some of the data files required to generate the displays on the 
terminal 10. The data server 11 acts as an interface between 
the kiosk processor 10a and the other components of the 
system. ^\ 

Turning now to FIG. 2, there is illustrated a kiosk 20 of 
the present invention. The kiosk is made up of four terminals, 
10 arranged in pairs as shown. Each terminal is provided 
with its own set of headphones 25 to allow private listening 
to the audio presentation which accompanies the various 
system displays. Printers 22 provide a hard copy of the 
results of system queries as discussed below. In a typical 
salesroom layout, as shown in FIG. 3, a number of kiosks 20 
may be provided in the salesroom 23 in close proximity to 
the automobiles 24 offered for sale. Other kiosk and sales- 
room layouts may be created depending on customer 
volume, available space and economic considerations. 
Selection of a kiosk configuration is within the capability of 
one of ordinary skill in the art. 



05/28/2003, EAST Version: 1.03.0002 



6,0 

7 

The operation of the system will be described with 
reference to FIGS. 4-14. System operation begins with the 
assignment of a customer to a salesperson 40. This assign- 
ment need not be done formally but could be accomplished 
by matching up each customer entering the dealership with 
a salesperson. The salesperson escorts the customer to a 
kiosk where the terminal processor 10a has displayed a log 
in screen 50 as shown in FIG. 5. The salesperson then enters 
a unique password 52 that identifies him to the system so 
that the system creates a customer/salesperson link 41 (FIG. 
4) that is maintained in system memory from that point 
forward. The log in process is illustrated by the flowchart in 
FIG. 5A and the logic steps in Table 2 below. 

TABLE 2 

Salesperson Log In 

• Display log in screen. (51) 

• Wait for salesperson to enter password and press OK.53 

• Password is validated against current list of sales representatives 
(55, 57) If OK (59) proceed to next screen (60), otherwise force user 
to re-enter correct password is received. 



The customer dons headphones 25 (FIG. 2) and may be 
greeted with a video presentation welcoming the customer to 
the dealership. In all cases, the system provides initial 
instructions on the use of the touch screen by playing the 
appropriate audio file contained in storage device 12. This 
presentation, along with all the remaining sound, image and 
video information provided to the customer, is generated in 
response to a request from the terminal processor for the 
video 14a, image 14b and sound files 14c via server U. 
These files may comprise any one of the well-known for- 
mats to include AVI files for video, JPEG or MPEG files for 
images, and WAV files for audio/sound. The selection of a 
particular file format will vary depending on equipment 
availability and the preferences of the person of ordinary 
skill in the art assembling the system. The scope of the 
present invention includes using new, more efficient or 
capable file formats that will be developed for each of these 
type files. 

Next, the system displays registration screen 60. (See 
FIG. 6) In this preferred embodiment, a simulated keyboard 
68 is provided to enter such customer information as name 
62, address 64, and phone number 66. Additional informa- 
tion that could also be captured includes how the customer 
heard about the dealership and whether she is just browsing 
or seriously intends to purchase an automobile. Some or all 
of this information may be transferred via an interface to a 
follow-up marketing system 43 (FIG. 4). This system may 
use well-known commercially available contact manage- 
ment software such as GOLDMINE marketed by Goldmine 
Software Corporation. This software package may be con- 
figured to access the customer data to perform follow-up 
functions. Some additional uses of a follow-up system 
include generating mailing lists, notifying customers of 
newly arriving inventory meeting the customer's specific 
requirements, as well as notifying customers of upcoming 
sales events. The registration process could also incorporate 
registering the customer for ongoing promotional give- 
aways. The flow chart of FIG. 6A and Table 3 below 
describe the registration process logic steps in more detail. 



,310 

8 

TABLE 3 



Registration Process 

5 • Display registration screen. (60) 

• Play registration audio instruction. (900) 

• Input customer data. (61) 

• If user presses finished button (65), validates that data is complete (67) 
before proceeding. If data is incomplete or missing, continues to loop 
as necessary until data capture is complete. 

10 • If start over button pressed, all entries are cleared. (63) 

• When finished and data passes validation, add data to customer 
database. (65) 



The audio instruction 900 for each screen will be tailored to 

15 that particular screen. 

The system next displays main menu 70, a preferred 
configuration of which is illustrated in FIG. 7. This menu 70 
is the starting point for building a multilevel, primary 
customer query of the current dealership inventory for 

20 automobiles meeting the customer's needs and preferences. 
The customer may limit her query to American or foreign 
cars, vans, or trucks using keys 71a, 716, 72a, 72, 73a and 
73b. Alternatively, if the customer's interests dictate, the 
query may be limited to sports/utility vehicles using key 74. 

25 The selections provided on this menu may be customized for 
a particular dealer's inventory or modified to include spe- 
cialty vehicles if carried. For the customer who has no strong 
preference at this point or who would like to see a large 
number of automobiles, the menu provides "All Cars," 71 

30 "All Trucks/72 and "All Vans" 73 options. A "Red Tag 
Specials" 75 selection carries the customer directly to pro- 
motional sales automobiles which could be of any type. This 
special selection could carry any catchy name designed pull 
a customer's attention quickly to these vehicles. The opera- 

35 tion of the main menu 70 is described in more detail in the 
flow charts shown in FIGS. 7 A, 7 B and in Table 4 below. 

TABLE 4 



Main Menu Screen 

40 

• Display main menu screen. (70) 

• Play audio instruction. (900) 

• If sales consultant help is selected, then contact salesperson that logged 
in customer. (100) 

• Audio confirms each customer selection. (79a-79j) 

45 • Otherwise, system uses the button pressed to start building a query for 
selecting vehicles out of the complete available- for-salc inventory. 
(71-75) 



Again, as is the case with each of the system displays, the 

50 main menu, when first displayed, is accompanied by the 
playing of an audio instruction file to guide the customer 
through the query process. Another feature of each system 
screen display is the "Sales Consultant Help" 100 selection 
which, when touched, contacts the linked salesperson as 

55 described in more detail herein below. 

The customer query 46 step will now be further described 
with reference to building a typical customer query. 
However, it should be understood that many different routes 
through the hierarchical menu structure of the present inven- 
tion are contemplated based on individual customer selec- 

60 tions. In this example, the customer selects "All Cars" 71, 
which displays the car selection screen 80 shown in FIG. 8. 
The choices offered here include "All Models" 82, "Com- 
pact" 83, "Mid-size" 84, "Full Size" 85, "Convertible" 86 
and "Wagon" 87. Desirably, images 200, 205 of typical 

65 vehicles are also included. However, these images are not a 
required element of the practice of the present invention. 
The flow charts shown in FIGS. 8A and 8B illustrate the 
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logic steps associated with the car selection screen 80. Note 
that each choice made is audio confirmed SZaSla as it is 
made. This screen and the screens that follow also incorpo- 
rate a "Return to Main Menu" 110 selection to allow the 
customer to restart the query building process if desired. 

A somewhat different screen will be displayed at this point 
if some other selection has been made at the main menu. For 
example, if a foreign car manufacturer was selected and that 
manufacturer did not have a wagon in its line, then no wagon 
selection would be offered. In other words, each screen at 
this level is customized for the offerings of the particular 
category of vehicle selected above. The selection could be 
further customized for the type of vehicles carried by a 
particular dealership. If a dealership carries no foreign car 
lines, then there may be no foreign car selection available. 

The remaining steps in the query building process will be 
described in conjunction with the more condensed flow chart 
shown in FIG. 9 A. After making a selection at the car 
selection screen 80, the customer is taken to transmission 
selection screen 90 shown in FIG. 9 where the customer will 
be prompted to make a transmission selection choice. If a 
particular transmission is not desired, the "All — Automatic 
or Manual" 92 selection is used. Otherwise, in this example, 
four popular configurations 94,96,98,99 are available. The 
choice of transmissions may be limited at this point based on 
the car line selected earlier n the process. For example, if a 
luxury car line having no manual transmission models is 
selected, no manual transmission options would be pre- 
sented at this level. The audio prompt at this point may 
explain the benefits/features of each type of transmission/ 
drive train configuration offered. The logic steps for the 
operation of the transmission selection screen are shown in 
Table 5 below, 

TABLE 5 

TRANSMISSION SELECTION SCREEN 

• Display transmission selection screen. 

• Play audio instruction. 

• If return to last screen button pressed, then jump back one screen. 

• If return to main menu button pressed, then go back to main menu 
screen. 

• If sales consultant help selected, then contact linked salesperson that 
logged in customer. 

• Otherwise, use the button pressed to continue building the query. 
Audio confirms each selection. 



45 

The next screen to be displayed is the vehicle year screen 
115 shown in FIG. 10. Again, images 200, 205 of available 
inventory are displayed to maintain customer interest. In 
similar fashion to that described above, the customer makes 
the desired choices from available selections 130, 132,134, 50 
136. The logic steps associated with the vehicle year screen 
are shown in Table 6 below. 



TABLE 6 



YEAR SELECTION SCREEN 



10 



15 



20 



25 



30 



narrows the query by indicating how much he would like to 
pay for the vehicle. The system is flexible in that it provides 
the customer the option to enter a desired purchase price_ 
302, a desired N rrloTSraTy"purc^ 304, or a desired 

monthly lease payment 308. Some customers may not desire 
to limit their query by price at this point in the process. 
Accordingly, selection 301 displays the prices of all selected 
vehicles meeting the query limitations without regard to 
price. The customer may always use the "Return to Last 
Screen" 105 selection to step backwards through the process 
to limit the query by price after viewing a listing of all 
prices. Prices range screen 400 features keypad 405 used to 
enter the appropriate dollar amount 407. The logic steps 
associate with the price range screens are shown in Tables 7 
and 8 below. 

TABLE 7 

PRICE RANGE SELECTION SCREEN 1 
(FIG. 11) 

• Display price selection screen 

• Play audio instructions. 

• If return to last screen button pressed, then jump bad: one screen. 

• If return to main menu button pressed, then go back to main menu 
screen. 

• If sales consultant help selected, contact linked salesperson that logged 
in customer. 

• If user selects view prices of all selected vehicles, display vehicles 
meeting user criteria. 

• If desired purchase price selected, then display price range selection 
screen. 

• If desired monthly payment selected, then display price range selection 
screen. 

• If desired leasing monthly payment selected, then display price range 
selection screen. 

• Audio confirms each selection by customer. 



35 



40 



55 



• Display year selection screen 

• Play audio instructions 

• If return to last screen button pressed, then jump back one screen. 

• If return to main menu button pressed, then go back to main menu 
screen. 

• If sales consultant help selected, then contact linked salesperson 
that logged in customer. 

Play confirmation audio for each button pressed. 

• Otherwise, use the button pressed to continue building the query. 

The next selections are made on the price range screens 
300, 400 (FIGS. 11, 11A) where the customer further 



TABLE 8 



PRICE RANGE SELECTION SCREEN 2 
(FIG. HA) 



• Display price selection screen 2. 

• Play audio instructions. 

• If return to last screen button pressed, then jump back one screen. 

• If return to main menu button pressed, then go back to main menu 
screen. 

• If sales consultant help selected, then contact linked salesperson 
that logged in customer. 

• Otherwise, wait for customer to enter an amount using the calculator 
keypad and press OK to proceed. Any amount is valid, except for zeros 
or no numbers entered. 

• Audio confirms each selection by customer. 



As each of these query elements are input by the 
customer, a query statement is generated by the terminal 
processor 10a. As will be obvious to one of ordinary skill in 
the art, a large number of permutations are possible for a 
query statement. 

After a complete query 140 is formulated, terminal pro- 
cessor 10a searches inventory data 13 in storage device 12 
for a selected inventory meeting the customers primary 
query. 182 (See FIG. 12) If a match is found 182, the system 
then checks for a minimum number of items 184 returned. 
When both those conditions are met, the system displays the 
vehicle selection screen 120 of FIG. 12. ^" 

The selected inventory feature of the present invention 
includes two novel aspects to increase customer satisfaction. 
First, if none of the dealership inventory matches the cus- 
tomer query exacdy, terminal processor 10a automatically 
modifies the primary query to create a secondary query 186 
so that at least one vehicle is displayed. This secondary 
query 186 can be created by deleting query elements such as 
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transmission type or model year one at a time and conduct- 
ing additional searches 188 of the database 12 between 
deletions. The progressively broader search will, at some 
point, return matching inventory items. An alternative 
method for broadening the query is to change the ranges for 
each search element. For instance, if cars within a certain 
price range have been selected, that price range will be 
expanded until inventory matches are made. 

The second aspect of the selected inventory feature con- 
* cerns the number of items returned in response to a query. 
The scope of the present invention includes selecting a 
minimum number of inventory items to be displayed in 
response to any query. For instance, the system could show 
at least ten vehicles for every query. If only four vehicles in 
current inventory match query elements, then additional 
items thaL o ome close to meetingjhose elements are dis- 15 
played. A supplementary display may be provided to inform 
the customer that, for example, only four items were found 
that matched the query but that an additional six items are 
being shown that are similar. This second aspect of the 
selected inventory concept may be implemented by using 20 
the elements of the customer query as the mid point of a 
range to be searched. For example, the search of inventory 
data 13 for the primary query could be conducted in all cases 
to locate vehicles havin^a,purchaseu>ac e3yithj^^$4»Q fl0'Q^- 
-the-exacrdollaf valuTentered by the customer. Alternatively, 25 
the search based on monthly payments (for purchase or 
lease) could be conducted using a range of $50 around the 
exact amount entered by the customer. Desirably these 
ranges are increased as the amount of the selected purchase 
price or the monthly payment increases. 

The practice of the present invention includes providing 
customers with comparative competitive makes of automo- 
biles that, while not matching the customer query exactly, do 
come close to meeting customer preferences. For instance, if 
the customer has requested a selected inventory from a 
single auto maker, the query modification procedure dis- 
cussed above would provide automobiles having similar 
characteristics from other lines in the dealership's inventory. 

'Riming now to FIG. 12A, there is shown the selected 
inventory screen 120. (See step 47 in FIG. 4) As described 
above, the selected inventory is at least all vehicles that 40 
match the customer query exactly and could include addi- 
tional similar vehicles. This screen displays basic informa- 
tion about each vehicle, which, in this non-limiting example, 
includes year, make, model, body type, color, engine, 
transmission, mileage and price. The customer may select 4S 
individual vehicles for display of an image and more 
detailed information. If there are more vehicles to show than 
will fit on one screen, "Page Up" 125 and "Page Down" 126 
keys are active on the screen. Desirably, the screen will also 
display the total number of screens available for viewing. 
The logic steps for the selected inventory screen are shown 
below in Table 9. 



30 



35 



50 



TABLE 9 



INVENTORY SELECTION SCREEN 



• Display selected inventory. 

• Play audio instructions. 

• If return to last screen button pressed, then go back one screen. 

• If return to main menu button pressed, then go back to main menu 
screen. 

• If there are multiple pages of vehicles for display, then display and 
make active page-up and page-down keys. 

• If user touches the line where a vehicle is displayed, then display 
selected vehicle screen. 

• Audio confirms each customer selection. 



55 



60 



65 



The customer then touches the description of a particular 
vehicle to see more detailed information as shown in the 



Selected Vehicle Screen 130 in FIG. 13. This screen includes 
an image 160 of the vehicle along with either the purchase 
price or a monthly payment amount for a purchase/lease. 
(The screen in FIG. 13 shows a query based on purchase 
price.) These monthly payment amounts are estimates gen- 
erated by the payment module 13 in response to data 
contained in the query statement formulated by the terminal 
processor 10a. An exact payment amount will be determined 
by the salesperson after he rejoins the customer. This screen 
displays a detailed list of features specific to the displayed 
vehicle. Highly desirable features may be highlighted with 
an asterisk, the use of a bold font or by some other suitable 
method. Drawing on the linked salesperson concept, this 
screen also prompts the customer to "Please ask your sales 
consultant for a test drive." 164 The system displays the 
name of the linked salesperson who logged the customer 
into the system initially. Thus, the customer's relationship 
with the salesperson is reinforced. The selected vehicle 
screen also gives the customer the option of printing a hard 
copy of the screen display. Logic steps for this screen are 
illustrated in Table 10 below. 

TABLE 10 

SELECTED VEHICLE SCREEN 

• Display selected vehicle screen 

• Play audio instructions. 

• If return to last screen button pressed, then jump back one screen. 

• If return to main menu button pressed, then go back to main menu. 

• If sales consultant help selected, then go to final decision Bcieen. 

• If print selected, then print vehicle data/image. Upon completion of 
the print operation, the screen remains unchanged until the user 
selects one of the other options. 

• Audio confirms each customer selection. 



When the "Sales Consultant Help Key" 100 is selected 
from this screen, the final decision screen 140 is displayed. 
(See FIG. 14) The final decision screen permits the customer 
to either test drive the vehicle selected 142, obtain help from 
a sales consultant 100, return to the main menu 110, return 
to the selection screen, or obtain additional leasing infor- 
mation 146. If return to selection screen 144 is selected, the 
customer is taken back to the vehicle selection screen where 
the selected inventory is again displayed. Logic steps for the 
final decision screen are shown in Table 11 below. 

TABLE 11 

FINAL DECISION SCREEN 

• Display final decision screen 
0 Play audio instructions. 

• If return to main menu selected, go back to main menu. 

• If sales person help selected, contact linked salesperson with customer 
help message. 

• If test drive button selected, contact linked salesperson with test drive 
message. 

• If return to selection screen selected, go back to vehicle selection 
screen to display selected inventory. 

• If additional leasing information selected, contact salesperson with 
additional leasing message. 

• Audio confirms each customer selection. 



A novel feature of the system of the present invention is 
the contact established with the linked salesperson in 
response to the selection of keys 100-146. Terminal pro- 
cessor 10a initiates a command to communications device 
15 via server 11 to contact the same salesperson 16 that 
logged the customer into the system at 40 in FIG. 4. The 
identity of that linked salesperson is maintained in memory 
in the terminal processor 10a and recalled for this step. This 
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communication to the linked salesperson 16 may be accom- 
plished in a number of ways. A preferred method is the use 
of a silent paging system. These systems are readily adapt- 
able for use with computer systems and eliminate the use of 
noisy, ineffective overhead paging systems. A suitable sys- 5 
tem is marketed by Inter Page under the brand name 
Connexions. This system will transmit numeric and alpha- 
numeric messages to sales staff within a radius of up to one 
mile. The system features an interface with IBM compatible 
computers using Windows® paging software and the deal- to 
ership's in-house telephone system. The Connexions sys- 
tem's capability to send up to 50 preprogrammed messages 
permits a wide variety of customer help situations to be 
addressed. 

If the "Sales Consultant Help" 100 key is selected, the 15 
linked salesperson is notified that the customer needs help to 
operate the system. If the "Test Drive" 142 key is selected 
the linked salesperson receives a different message indicat- 
ing that the customer wants to test drive a vehicle. A different 
message is sent to the linked salesperson if the "Additional 20 
Leasing Information" key 146 is selected. In each instance, 
the linked salesperson has very specific information about 
the customers desires when he returns to the kiosk. The 
practice of the present invention includes providing other 
linked salesperson messages as appropriate for a variety of 25 
sales situations. 

If no input is received from the customer in response to 
the final decision screen 140 after a specified time out 
period, the customer is automatically logged off 200 the 
system. (FIG. 4) 30 

An additional feature of the present invention is the 
provision of a management monitoring feature. As shown in 
FIG. 1, management monitor 800 is tied in to server 11 to 
allow management personnel to track salesperson perfor- 
mance. For example, the monitor 800 could track each 35 
command to the communications device 16 to contact a 
linked salesperson 18 so that management could ensure that 
each customer request for help is answered. Alternatively, 
the communications device 16 could contact a member of 
management in addition to contacting the linked salesperson 40 
in response to a customer request. 

The system of the present invention offers many advan- 
tages over the traditional methods for automobile transac- 
tions. First, the customer receives audio instruction for each 
step of the process and an audio confirmation of each 45 
selection made. This guidance makes the system "user- 
friendly" for those who may be put off by computer-assisted 
transaction systems. 

Another advantage lies in the fact that the customer will 
always see some amount of current inventory no matter what 50 
her query contains. Accordingly, the customer is less likely 
to feel that the dealership does not have any vehicles that 
meet her needs. The positive feelings thus engendered will 
promote sales and repeat business The dealership benefits 
from monitoring queries that find no matches or that fail to 55 
find a minimum number of matches as a feedback source for 
maintaining inventory. If a specific type of vehicle is fre- 
quently requested but not available, the dealership can adjust 
its wholesale purchases accordingly. 

Still another advantage of the system of the present 60 
invention stems from the ability to access the customer data 
and query results as the salesperson 18 and the customer 
close the transaction. To understand the advantages of the 
present invention, a typical automobile purchase must be 
described. In a typical prior art transaction, the customer and 65 
a non-linked salesperson gather in a small office where the 
salesperson completes paper contract forms by hand. Infor- 
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mation concerning the selected vehicle is also hand entered, 
often with the assistance of notes scribbled by the salesper- 
son on scraps of paper. The customer may have to wait while 
the salesperson walks out to the desired vehicle to collect 
information such as stock number or VIN information to 
complete this paperwork. This tedious process entails long 
waits while this paperwork is completed. 

In the practice of the present invention, the salesperson 
would access the customer data and query results maintained 
in storage device 12 using an interface to a commercially 
available financing and insurance ("F&I") application 500. 
These applications are well known in the automobile indus- 
try and readily available from many sources. A suitable 
application is the Computerized Automotive Technologies 
system 5V. The F&I package extracts customer data (name, 
address, phone number), selected inventory data (stock 
number, price, VIN, etc.), and selected query elements 
(monthly payment amount) via server 11 to complete con- 
tract forms and to determine exact monthly payment 
amounts reflective" of any down payment and the customer's 
credit history. (As described earlier, the payment module 15 
provides only an estimated payment amount.) Thus, the 
salesperson 18 tjas immediate access and the ability to 
display complete information concerning the selected 
vehicle and the customer. Moreover, all required forms may 
be computer generated after asking the customer to verify 
that the data provided at registration is correct. 

It should be understood that the present invention has 
been described with a full set of features for a preferred 
embodiment. However, the invention may be practiced 
successfully without using each of those features. By way of 
non-limiting example, the audio instruction/confirmation or 
minimum inventory features could be deleted depending on 
the desires and needs of a particular dealership. Moreover, 
the invention could be practiced successfully without the 
interface to the check- in system, the F&I application and the 
management monitor. One of the advantages of the present 
invention is the ability to tailor the features to a particular 
dealership. 

Although the present invention has been described with 
preferred embodiments, it is to be understood that modifi- 
cations and variations may be utilized without departure 
from the spirit and scope of this invention, as those skilled 
in the art will readily understand. Such modifications and 
variations are considered to be within the purview and scope 
of the appended claims and their equivalents. 

The steps of the method disclosed for the present inven- 
tion can be implemented by a computer programmer of 
ordinary skill in the art. A preferred embodiment of such an 
implementation is included herewith as Appendix A 

What is claimed is: 

1. An on-site system for facilitating an automobile trans- 
action for a customer comprising: 

a) an input/display terminal adapted to form a multilevel 
customer query and to display responses thereto, the 
terminal including a terminal processor, wherein the 
terminal processor is adapted to create a link between 
the customer and a salesperson assigned to that cus- 
tomer; 

b) a data server adapted to route a customer query from 
the input/display terminal to a storage device contain- 
ing customer data, automobile inventory data, vehicle 
images, and video files, wherein the storage device is 
adapted to communicate to the input/display device via 
the data server a selected inventory responsive to the 
customer query; 

c) a communications device for making a customer- 
initiated contact with the linked sales person from the 
input/display terminal via the data server. 
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2. The system of claim 1 further comprising a printer for 
printing information relating to at least one automobile from 
the selected inventory. 

3. The system of claim 1 further comprising an interface 
between the storage device and an automobile check-in 
system wherein the interface updates the inventory data to 
include data relating to newly acquired automobiles as the 
newly acquired automobiles are received. 

4. The system of claim 1 wherein the selected inventory 
is comprised of a minimum number of vehicles from the 
current automobile inventory. 

5. The system of claim 1 further comprising an interface 
between the storage device and a financing and insurance 
application, 

wherein the financing and insurance application is 
adapted to extract customer data and selected inventory 
information to determine exact monthly payments for 
the lease/purchase of an automobile from the selected 
inventory. 

6. A method for facilitating an automobile purchase 
transaction between a customer and an automobile dealer- 
ship comprising: 

a) assigning a linked sales person to the customer; 

b) providing a customer transaction kiosk including a 
display/input terminal and a terminal processor; 

c) providing a storage device containing customer data, 
vehicle data, vehicle images, instructional audio, video, 
and a payment module; 

d) creating a customer query containing parameters relat- 
ing to a preferred automobile in the kiosk processor; 

e) displaying a selected inventory at the input/display 
device; and 

f) contacting the linked salesperson responsive to a 
customer-initiated request from the input/display 
device. 

7. The method of claim 6 further comprising storing the 
customer query and associated selected inventory in the 
storage device. 

8. A method for facilitating an automobile purchase 
transaction between a customer and an automobile dealer- 
ship comprising: 

a) providing a customer input/display terminal, the ter- 
minal including a terminal processor; 

b) providing a storage device in communication with the 
input/display device via a data server, the storage 
device containing customer data, vehicle data, vehicle 
images, video files, audio files and a payment module; 

c) generating a primary multilevel customer query in the 
input/display terminal processor; 

d) displaying a selected inventory if the primary query 
returns a minimum number of vehicles from the current 
inventory; 

e) generating a secondary query for comparative vehicles 
having similar characteristics to those meeting the 
primary query without further customer input in the 
input/display terminal processor if the primary query 
fails to return a minimum number of vehicles; 

f) displaying a selected inventory comprised of vehicles 
meeting the secondary query if the number of vehicles 
from the secondary query equals a minimum number of 
vehicles; 

g) repeating steps e) and f) until the number of vehicles 
from the primary and the secondary query equals a 
minimum number of vehicles to be displayed. 

9. The method of claim 8 wherein the vehicle data is 
selected from the group consisting of model year, make, 
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model, body style, color, stock number, V1N number, trans- 
mission type, engine type, location, mileage, price and 
vehicle features. 

10. The method of claim 8 wherein the vehicle images are 
5 keyed to the corresponding vehicle by a selected item of 

vehicle data. 

11. The method of claim 10, wherein the selected item of 
vehicle data is the V1N number. 

12. The method of claim 8 further comprising storing the 
10 primary and secondary queries and associated selected 

inventories for each customer in the storage device. 

13. The method of claim 8 further comprising accessing 
the customer data and the selected inventory via the data 
server from a financing and insurance application to deter- 

15 mine exact monthly payments for the lease/purchase of an 
automobile from the selected inventory. 

14. The method of claim 8 wherein the secondary query 
is generated by deleting a query level from the primary 
query. 

20 15. The method of claim 8 wherein the secondary query 
is generated by modifying at least one of the primary query 
levels. 

16. A method for facilitating an automobile purchase 
transaction between a customer and an automobile dealer- 

25 ship comprising: 

a) providing a customer transaction kiosk including an 
input/display terminal and a terminal processor; 

b) providing a data server adapted to route a customer 
query from the input/display terminal to a storage 

30 device containing customer data, vehicle data, vehicle 
images, video; 

c) creating in the terminal processor a customer query 
containing parameters relating to a preferred automo- 
bile in the kiosk processor; 

35 d) executing the customer query to identify a selected 
inventory wherein the selected inventory comprises a 
predetermined minimum number of selected items 
from the current inventory database and sufficient addi- 
tional items outside the customer parameters to meet 

40 the minimum number if fewer than the minimum 
number exist in the inventory; and 
e) displaying the selected inventory at the input/display 
device. 

17. The method of claim 16 further comprising: 

45 a) displaying a list of available salespersons on the 
input/display device; and 
b) contacting a customer-selected sales person from the 
list via a communications device. 

18. The method of claim 16 further comprising: 

a) displaying a group of images of available salespersons; 
and 

b) contacting a customer-selected sales person from the 
group via a communications device. 

55 19. A method for facilitating an automobile purchase 
transaction between a customer and an automobile dealer- 
ship comprising: 

a) providing a customer input/display device; 

b) providing a storage device in communication with the 
60 input/display device via a data server, the storage 

device containing customer data, vehicle data, vehicle 
images, video files, and audio files; 

c) generating a multilevel customer query in the input/ 
display device; 

65 d) playing an audio instruction before each level of the 
primary query is generated by the customer and playing 
an audio confirmation after each level is generated; and 
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e) displaying a selected inventory. 

20. A method for facilitating an automobile purchase 
transaction between a customer and an automobile dealer- 
ship comprising: 

a) providing a customer transaction kiosk including an 5 
input/display terminal and a terminal processor; 

b) providing a data server adapted to route a customer 
query from the input/display terminal to a storage 
device containing customer data, vehicle data, vehicle 
images, and video; 10 

c) creating a customer query containing parameters relat- 
ing to a preferred automobile in the kiosk processor; 

d) displaying a selected inventory at the input/display 
device; 15 

e) storing the customer query and selected inventory; and 

f) accessing the customer data, customer query and the 
selected inventory via the data server from a financing 
and insurance application to determine exact monthly 
payments for the lease/purchase of an automobile from 20 
the selected inventory. 

21. A method for facilitating an automobile purchase 
transaction between a customer and an automobile dealer- 
ship comprising: 

a) assigning a linked sales person to the customer; 25 

b) providing a customer transaction terminal including a 
input/display terminal and a terminal processor; 

c) providing a storage device containing customer data, 
vehicle data, vehicle images, instructional audio, video 30 
and a payment module; 

d) creating a multilevel customer query containing param- 
eters relating to a preferred automobile in the terminal 
processor; 

e) executing the customer query to identify a selected 35 
inventory comprised of a predetermined minimum 
number of selected items from the current inventory 
database and sufficient additional items outside the 
customer parameters to meet the minimum number if 
fewer than the minimum number exist in the inventory; 40 

f) displaying the selected inventory at the input/display 
device; 

g) contacting the linked salesperson responsive to a 
customer-initiated request from the input/display ter- 
minal; and 45 

h) storing the customer query and selected inventory in 
the storage device. 

22. A system for facilitating an automobile transaction for 

a customer comprising: 5Q 

a) an input/display terminal adapted to form a customer 
query, the terminal including a terminal processor, 
wherein the terminal processor is adapted to create a 
link between the customer and a salesperson assigned 

to that customer; 55 

b) a data server adapted to route the customer query from 
the input/display terminal to a storage device, wherein 
the storage device is adapted to communicate to the 
input/display terminal via the data server a selected 
inventory responsive to the customer query; and go 

c) a communications device connected to the data server 
for making a customer-initiated contact with the sales 
person using the link between the customer and the 
sales person. 

23. The system of claim 22 wherein the storage device 65 
contains customer data, automobile inventory data, vehicle 
images, audio files and video files. 
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24. The system of claim 22 wherein the storage device 
contains automobile inventory data, vehicle images, audio 
files and video files and wherein the terminal processor 
further comprises a storage device containing customer data 
and video files. 

25. A system for facilitating an automobile transaction for 
a customer comprising: 

a) an input/display device adapted to form a customer 
query containing parameters relating to a preferred 
automobile; 

b) a storage device containing automobile inventory data; 
and 

c) a data server adapted to route a customer query from 
the input/display device to the storage device, to 
execute the customer query so as to create a selected 
inventory by determining whether a predetermined 
minimum number of automobiles from the inventory 
data meet the parameters and adding additional auto- 
mobiles outside the parameters if fewer than the mini- 
mum number exist in the inventory data, and to com- 
municate to the input/display device the selected 
inventory. 

26. A system for facilitating an automobile purchase 
transaction between a customer and an automobile dealer- 
ship comprising: 

a) a customer transaction kiosk including an input/display 
terminal and a terminal processor; 

b) a storage device containing customer data, current 
inventory data, vehicle images, audio files and video 
files; and 

c) a data server adapted to route a customer query from 
the input/display terminal to the storage device; to 
create a customer query containing parameters relating 
to a preferred automobile in the kiosk processor; to 
execute the customer query and create a selected inven- 
tory by determining whether a predetermined minimum 
number of inventory items meet the parameters and 
adding at least one additional item outside the param- 
eters if fewer than the minimum number exist in the 
inventory; and to display the selected inventory at the 
input/display terminal. 

27. A system for facilitating an automobile purchase 
transaction between a customer and an automobile dealer- 
ship comprising: 

a) a customer input/display device; 

b) a storage device in communication with the input/ 
display device, the storage device containing customer 
data, vehicle data, vehicle images, video files, and 
audio files; 

c) a data server in communication with the input/display 
device and the storage device for generating a multi- 
level customer query in the input/display device, play- 
ing an audio instruction before each level of the query 
is generated by the customer, playing an audio confir- 
mation after each level is generated; and displaying a 
selected inventory. 

28. The system of claim 27 wherein the customer data and 
the video files are stored in a storage device contained in the 
input/display device. 

29. A system for facilitating an automobile purchase 
transaction between a customer and an automobile dealer- 
ship comprising: 

a) a customer transaction kiosk including an input/display 
terminal and a terminal processor, 

b) a storage device containing customer data, vehicle data, 
vehicle images, and video; 
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c) a data server adapted for creating a customer query 
containing parameters relating to a preferred automo- 
bile; routing the customer query to the storage device; 
displaying a selected inventory at the input/display 
device; storing the customer query and selected inven- 5 
tory; and 

d) an interface between the data server and a financing and 
insurance application for determining exact monthly 
payments for the lease/purchase of an automobile from 
the selected inventory using the stored customer query 10 
and selected inventory information. 

30. A system for facilitating an automobile transaction for 
a customer comprising: 

a) an input/display terminal adapted to form a multilevel 
customer query and to display responses thereto, the 15 
terminal including a terminal processor, wherein the 
terminal processor is adapted to create a link between 
the customer and a salesperson assigned to that cus- 
tomer; 

_> • ... 20 

b) a storage device containing inventory data; 

c) a data server adapted to route a customer query from 
the input/display terminal to the storage device, and to 
communicate to the input/display device a selected 
inventory responsive to the customer query, wherein 2 s 
the selected inventory is comprised of a minimum 
number of vehicles from the current automobile inven- 
tory; 
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d) an interface between the storage device and an auto- 
mobile check-in system for updating the inventory data 
to include data relating to newly acquired automobiles 
as the newly acquired automobiles are received; 

e) an interface between the storage device and a financing 
and insurance application, wherein the financing and 
insurance application is adapted to extract customer 
data and selected inventory information from the stor- 
age device to determine exact monthly payments for 
the lease/purchase of an automobile from the selected 
inventory; 

f) a communications device connected to the data server 
for making a customer-initiated contact with the sales 
person using the link between the customer and the 
sales person. 

31. The system of claim 30 further comprising a printer 
for printing information relating to at least one automobile 
from the selected inventory. 

32. The system of claim 30 wherein the selected inventory 
comprises a minimum number of selected automobiles from 
the automobile inventory to include additional automobiles 
outside customer parameters if fewer than the minimum 
number of automobiles meeting customer parameters exist 
in the inventory. 
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